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Wishing for Tomorrow's Sake 


by babyblueglasses 


Tony needs someone to pretend to date him up until a big wedding, and Loki sees an 
opportunity. They assume faking a relationship will be easy, but it only gets harder the 
more they get to know each other. 


Chapter 1 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Loki pushed open the door to Thor’s apartment with his shoulder, a stack of modest boxes in his 
arms. Thor and Jane had split. Everyone had pitched in to help Thor move out, and they were 
sitting around in his new kitchen having beers and pizza. Most of the boxes had been brought up, 
but Loki had insisted on grabbing odds and ends to stay busy. He felt too awkward hanging out 
around Thor’s friends. 


“ ‘_[._oki—‘ “ 


Loki caught the door with his scuffed canvas sneaker, holding his breath to hear as he made sure 
the door quietly closed. “—Well,” Thor was saying. “If he has, he’s never told me about it.” Loki 
took a step forward in the dim living room to hear better. “Honestly, I worry about him. He seems 
lonely.” 


Loki’s gaze dropped to the boxes in his arms. 
“One of my friends might be interested,” Natasha said. “I'll ask when he comes back up.” 
“That'd be great,” Thor answered. 


Loki sunk to the floor, setting the boxes down. Their voices hadn’t been malicious, but it didn’t 
stop him from feeling ashamed. “Do you think any of your friends would be interested in dating me 
for a while?” Tony asked. “My old man’s been harping on me about having a relationship that’s in 
the papers for more than a day or two.” 


“None of my friends are going to want to be in the papers,” Natasha answered. Loki grasped the 
door handle and quietly slipped out, wanting to put as much space between himself and them as 
possible. He wished that he hadn’t carpooled with Thor. 


Loki silently made several more trips up and down, until he was digging in the car, looking for 
anything that might’ ve been left over as an excuse to linger. “Loki.” 


Loki startled, smacking his head into the roof of the car from the door. He clutched his throbbing 
skull as he leaned out of the car. “What?” He snapped. 


“Come on up and join us,” Thor said. “The pizza’s gotten cold.” 


“Alright.” He refused to look at Thor, knowing the uncomfortably concerned expression he’d find 
if he did. “I just wanted to make sure we got everything.” 


“You did,” Thor said, waiting for Loki to catch up with him. They walked up to the apartment 
together, and Loki sank into an empty chair at the table, grabbing a slice of pizza. He was two bites 
in when Natasha slid into the open chair next to him. 


She held out her phone. “Do you think she’s cute?” Natasha asked, smiling at him. “I think you 
two would really hit it off.” 


The woman in the photo had blonde hair and glowered at the camera. She clearly hadn’t wanted 
her photo taken. 


Loki wasn’t sure what he was supposed to feel looking at it. 
“She looks friendly,” he snarked instead, taking another bite. 


“Oh,” Natasha said, taking her phone back to flip through photos. “She’s just not a huge fan of 
getting her photo taken. Here,” she said, showing him a group photo. 


The woman was smiling this time, just like everyone else. 


There was a burst of laughter from Sam and Steve across the table as they teased Bucky about 
something, knocking the table in their commotion so that it bumped into Loki’s chest. He sighed, 
pushing it back. “I don’t think she’s my type.” 


“Okay,” she said then, the cheer a little forced. She flipped through a few more photos. “How 
about him?” 


A man with hair twists waved back at him from a photo. 
Again, Loki wasn’t sure what he was supposed to be feeling. “Not my type either,” he answered. 


“Cool. I just thought I'd ask,” she said, smiling. Loki wasn’t sure how to respond. Natasha got in 
on teasing Bucky. 


Loki finished off his pizza slice, then reluctantly took one of the beers in Thor’s otherwise empty 
fridge. He nursed it until Thor’s friends started excusing themselves to leave. Finally, it was just 
him and Thor. “Pll drive you home?” Thor offered. 


“Okay.” 


It was a quiet ride back. When Loki let himself into his home, he kicked off his shoes and 
wandered to the bathroom. He pulled off his clothes, kicking off his skinny jeans and leaving them 
crumpled on the floor before carefully folding his chunky knit sweater. He set his glasses on the 
edge of the countertop, knowing the lenses of the thick black frames would fog, but unwilling to 
leave them out of reach. 


Then he stepped into the shower then and tried to wash away the melancholy that’d set in once 
he’d overheard Thor talking. 


ok cK ok 


Tony walked into his luxury condo, loosening his tie. The gorgeous city skyline below only made 
the bleak, open space that much more isolating. There was an entire sea of people, out there. 


Tony sank down on the couch, propping his feet up on the coffee table. His father had given him 
another earful. Tony pretended that it was all a joke. He slept around. Everyone knew that. 


It wasn’t that he couldn’t keep a relationship. It was that he’d never tried. He’d never wanted more 
than sex, but he didn’t think he could say that out loud. He certainly couldn’t tell his father, and his 
father was putting pressure on him to have a “steady relationship” to take as a date to a wedding a 
few months off. 


Tony glanced towards the refrigerator when he heard his phone ring. He was relieved to see Thor 
on the caller ID. “Point Break! How’re you settling in to the new place?” Tony got up, tugging off 
his tie and dropping it on the couch. 


“Sure. I don’t mind helping you put it together, but I think they have people that you can hire to do 
that for you.” Tony threw open the cabinet and boosted himself up on his toes to reach the largest 
bowl. “No, it’s just—it’s Ikea, Thor.” Tony laughed. “I don’t mind. I don’t mind at all. How about 
tomorrow at noon?” 


Tony opened the microwave. “Great. See you then, bud.” Tony hung up. He went to the television 
to pick out a movie. Popcorn for dinner and a movie at home weren’t how he usually spent his 
Friday nights, but after his argument with his father, he didn’t want to feel the empty guilt of 
kicking someone out the next morning. 


ok cK ok 


Bolts, pegs, and particleboard littered the floor of Thor’s living room. He beamed at Tony. “Have 
you unpacked anything since last weekend?” Tony asked, frowning at the boxes that were pushed 
up against the far wall of the room. 


“T need storage space first!” Thor smiled, gesturing towards the scattered mess. 


Tony ran a hand through his hair. He didn’t have to ask. Thor had obviously tried to put the pieces 
together without the instructions before giving up and calling him. “How many different furniture 
pieces did you buy?” 


“Five,” Thor said. “There’re two shelves, a coffee table, a couch, and cabinet to put the TV on.” 
“And the pieces for them are all mixed together,” Tony said, mostly to himself. 


“T thought one might be easier than the others,” Thor explained. At least he was a little sheepish 
about it. 


Tony ducked down and picked up the closest rectangle of particleboard. “Alright,” Tony said. 
“Just, don’t touch anything else. Unpack your bedroom or something.” 


“Thank you, Tony.” 


Tony waved him off, trying not to smile at Thor’s huge grin. Thor knew it was a mess too. 
Sighing, Tony started sorting the pieces into his best guesses for each piece of furniture, using the 
instructions to guide him. He was just about to start putting the first shelf together when there was 
a knock at the door. 


Tony went to get it. Loki blinked at him in surprise. 


He was taller than Tony, and especially slender. He wore black skinny jeans and an oversized gray 
sweater today. His black nail polish was chipped, but it matched the heavy glasses he wore. He 
worked in the library of a university. Tony had to admit that he looked the part. “Is Thor home?” 
Loki asked, holding up one of the grocery bags in his hands. 


“He’s making you shop for him?” 


Loki smiled a little, though he seemed surprised to be smiling at all. “My mother’s worried he’s not 
stocking his fridge and sent me with these. I’m sure she’s right.” 


Tony stepped back to let him through. “I’m sure she is.” 


Loki navigated around one of the couch cushions. “Are you putting his furniture together for 
him?” 


“Yeah.” 


Loki stared out over the room before glancing back at him. Tony’d never really noticed how green 
his eyes were before, or the spark in them. “We’re both enablers,” Loki remarked, heading for the 
kitchen. 


Tony had never thought of himself as an enabler. “Did I hear Loki’s voice?” Thor asked behind 
him. Turning, Tony saw Thor’s head poking out from the bedroom. 


“Yeah. He’s in the kitchen.” 
As Thor went to go see him, Tony sank back down to the ground to work on the bookshelf. 


It wasn’t long before he heard Thor and Loki bickering. Tony had never really understood the 
whole sibling thing, but he did envy it in a way. Thor was still his sunny self as he left the kitchen 
and went his room. It seemed like they enjoyed bickering. 


Tony glanced towards the kitchen. Loki was putting the spices that he’d just accused Thor of not 
knowing how to use into the cabinet. 


Thor returned, carrying a strainer. He put it away in the kitchen to exaggerated sounds of 
exasperation from Loki and a, “Thank the heavens that now you'll be able to eat pasta.” Thor 
laughed and then leaned against the doorway. 


“How was your week, Tony?” 


Tony pulled two pieces of the shelf together. “Oh. My old man’s not letting up on me needing to 
find a longterm dating partner. He says I need to look respectable for Obadiah’s wedding since it’ Il 
be all over the press, but I’m starting to think that he’s just using the wedding as an excuse to harp 
on me about it. He hates that I get press for sleeping around.” 


Tony shuffled around the shelf to grab for another piece on the floor. “Are you going to find a date 
for it?” Thor asked. 


“Eh. I mean. I will, but I don’t know who I’m going to find that’d be fine with pretending to date 
up to the wedding.” Tony put in one of the peg pieces for the individual shelf to sit on top of. 
“Most people want to do the whole dating thing, even if they say they don’t. I don’t want some 
heiress seeing this as her chance to latch onto me.” 


“Could you date a man instead?” 


Tony hadn’t expected for Loki to speak up. “I could,” Tony said. “I’ve gotten press for going out 
with male athletes. My dad hates it in private, but Stark Industries’ marketing team loves it. They 
love getting in on it for progressive kudos. Every June they ask me to be featured in a social media 
post about my bisexuality and how inclusive Stark Industries is.” Tony rolled his eyes. 


Thor moved to help Tony stand the completed bookshelf up. “Maybe you’ ll find someone 
longterm before the wedding,” Thor said. 


They lifted the bookshelf up and carried it over to the wall that didn’t have boxes piled against it. 
“That’s not what I want,” Tony said. “I’m just not ready.” He didn’t think he’d ever be. 


“What will your father do if you don’t find a date?” Loki had taken up the spot Thor had been in 
the doorway. 


“Be upset,” Tony said. That was putting it lightly. 


“Sounds like our father,” Loki said. Tony glanced at Thor who shrugged. “Is your bathroom 
stocked? Mum wants to make sure you remembered to buy toilet paper and shampoo.” 


“T have toilet paper,” Thor said indignantly. 


Loki raised an eyebrow. “And shampoo?” He stepped away from the doorframe just as Tony 
started to seriously question if Thor had shampoo. 


“What’re you doing?” Thor asked, stepping over a pile of particleboard. 


“Inspecting your bathroom, of course.” Loki grinned, taking obvious glee in it. He nimbly leapt 
over the piles of furniture pieces in the room, beating Thor to the bathroom door. Tony went over 
to the pile for the next bookshelf. A minute later Loki exclaimed, “Body wash is not shampoo! 
You live like an animal!” 


“Tt’s three in one!” 

There was a scuffling sound followed by a, “Do you not know how to buy towels?” 
“T haven’t been to the store yet!” 

“You’re drying off with paper towels!” 


Tony set a hand on his forehead. “I’m not buying you these things,” Loki said. “You can go to the 
store and get them yourself like a grown adult.” He slipped out from under Thor’s arm in the 
doorway and started for the bedroom. 


“Hey!” Thor yelled after him. Tony started at the ceiling as Loki pretended to be helpful by 
explaining what a clothes hamper was to Thor. Tony held back a laugh. When Loki returned into 
the living room, Thor was right at his heels. “Don’t tell Mum.” 


“Why not? She was worried about you. She was obviously right.” 
“T haven’t had time to go to the store! ’ ve been working!” 


“Right,” Loki said, sitting on the pile of cushions that would become the couch. Thor sighed. “You 
know, half of the foods Mum sent over have to be cooked.” 


Thor glared at him before turning to Tony. “Are you hungry? I’m going to order in something for 
lunch.” Loki rolled his eyes. 


“T could go for lunch.” 


“T’m getting burgers, then. Loki, you’d better not complain about not getting curly fries.” 


“Are you not ordering curly fries, then?” 


“No.” Thor said. Loki scowled at him as Thor started back to the bedroom. “I’m going to get my 
phone and order something now.” 


Tony turned back to the pile of boards. Loki slid off the couch cushions and crouched down on the 
floor beside him. Tony froze. He wasn’t sure what to expect, and Loki had never moved this close 
to him before. “I want to make a deal with you,” Loki whispered. “Ill pretend to date you to keep 

your dad off your back.” 


Tony studied him. Loki’s expression was dead serious. “And what do you want back?” Tony 
asked. 


The faintest blush crept across Loki’s cheeks. Suspicion flooded Tony. Maybe Loki had a crush on 
him and was using this as an excuse to date him. “Tell everyone we’re seriously dating,” Loki 
whispered. “Tell Thor. Tell everyone.” He blinked. “I—I’m tired of hearing people talk about how 
I haven’ t—haven’t had a relationship.” Loki swallowed. “I won’t expect anything from you but to 
say that we are dating. So you’ll have a date to the wedding with no strings attached, and I'll have 
the publicity of being in a relationship. We’d both get what we want.” 


Tony realized that Loki’s blush was from embarrassment. The bookish look and oversized 
sweaters weren’t really Tony’s thing, but Loki was a good looking guy. Tony was genuinely 
surprised to hear him say that. He looked down at his hands. 


Loki was right. It was pragmatic. It was convenient. It made sense. “Okay,” Tony said. 


Loki shoved a board at him. “Here,” he said, standing as Tony realized that Thor was just walking 
back in through the doorway. “I think that’s the right one.” 


“T guess it is,” Tony said, making a show out of inspecting the board. “Do you want to try and put 
together the couch for me?” 


“Thor,” Loki said, pointing at the pile of cushions. “Sort those.” 


Tony let them bicker over putting the couch together, all while stealing surreptitious glances of 
Loki. He had so many questions. He didn’t really know the man, but Loki had become a lot more 
interesting. 


Chapter End Notes 


I want to write something that becomes exciting and fun (and angsty, naturally). I'm 
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Chapter 2 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Tony hadn’t fully realized that he’d promised to keep a pretty huge secret from Thor until Loki 
slipped him his phone number on the torn off corner of a fast food bag. 


Tony also hadn’t thought through what it would mean to be “dating” Thor’s little brother. 


It was one of the things that he planned on talking to Loki about today. They’d agreed to meet up 
for coffee and work through the details. Loki had suggested the place. 


The coffeeshop turned out to be a hole in the wall by the university campus Loki worked at. It had 
bad lighting and plenty of secluded study corners. The walls were plastered with outdated flyers 
and quirky graffiti. Tony ordered a cappuccino and sat where he could be fairly hidden while still 
having a line of sight to the front door. 


Loki was running late. Tony picked at the cardboard sleeve around his coffee. 


The more he’d thought about this arrangement, the more he’d realized how little he knew about 
Thor’s brother. They’d been friends for years. Why did Tony know so little? He knew that Thor 
said Loki was reserved and withdrawn. He’d been good at school and had a masters in library 
science. He’d had a pet alligator when he was eight but their parents made him give it up when it 
got too big for its tank. That was all Tony knew. 


Bells chimed on the door. Loki walked in, his hair pulled back in a ponytail, his glasses fogged by 
the misty rain outside. Unsurprisingly, he was wearing an oversized dark green sweater and had a 
stack of binders under his arm. Tony waved him down. 


Loki set the binders in the middle of the table. “I'll order something,” he said, briskly going to the 
counter without so much as a hello. 


Tony tilted his head to peek at the binder titles. He was relived to see they were just course titles. 
For a moment, he’d wondered if Loki had done research on this whole fake dating thing. 


Loki returned with a cup of coffee. “I apologize for being late,” he said, plucking the stopper out of 
the lid. “One of the professors loves to talk my ear off.” 


“That’s alright,” Tony said. “You were right. This is a pretty quiet place. I doubt we’ll be 
recognized.” Loki took a sip of his coffee, staring at the table. “I kind of have to try to get 
recognized, anyway. It’s more about where you’ re at than who you are sometimes, but you never 
know who might recognize you. That’s one of the things I wanted to talk about.” 


Loki nodded. “I’m happy to put in an appearance anywhere you like.” 


“Tt’s— Tony stopped, considering Loki. He didn’t seem like the kind of person to crave a million 
Instagram followers or an appearance when TMZ had a super slow news day. Tony wasn’t sure 
that Loki understood what he was getting into. “You might get into a tabloid or two. I don’t exactly 
make the front cover, but people know me. They know my dad more.” Tony rubbed the back of his 
neck. “I’m not sure if it’Il be a big story or super boring if I’m seen dating the same person, but 
students might start recognizing you. Would you be okay with that?” 


Loki nodded. “They’ Il forget me in another couple news cycles. I think I can put up with the 
attention.” He took off his glasses and wiped them on his sweater. “How long is it before the 
wedding?” 


“Tt’s in four months.” Tony wasn’t convinced that Loki could handle the spotlight. “I don’t know if 
Thor’s told you, or if maybe you looked it up, but I don’t exactly have the greatest image. 

Someday I hope they’ll say I’m a philanthropist, but for now it’s just playboy.” Tony bit back on 
joking that he was a genius. 


“T know,” Loki held his gaze for the first time since he’d arrived at the table. He switched from 
somewhat aloof or shy to bold and direct like a metronome. Tony couldn’t figure out which was 
really Loki. “I know you had a sex tape that leaked and that you’ve been in dozens of relationships 
publicly. That doesn’t bother me at all.” Loki grabbed his coffee, glancing down. “I didn’t watch 
your sex tape, by the way. I won’t. And your having more relationships just means that I'll be 
forgotten faster by the public.” 


“Oh.” It was the first time anyone had told Tony they wouldn’t watch it to his face, and he was 
kind of surprised to find himself believing Loki. He’d tried scrubbing it from the internet, as much 
as he knew that was impossible. “You Googled me.” 


“And Thor talks about you,” Loki said. 


Right. That made sense too. “Well. I mean. They weren’t relationships.” Loki glanced up. “It was 
just sex, but the tabloids don’t spell it out like that.” Tony set his coffee down. “People may 
assume that about you until we’re seen multiple times.” 


Loki nodded. He looked to Tony with more determination. “I'll say whatever you want me to tell 
the tabloids, if they ask. Whatever you need.” 


Tony set his coffee down. “Why are you interested in this?” Tony knew he shouldn’t look a gift 
horse in the mouth, but he couldn’t help his curiosity. “If you think the public’s just going to forget 
you, then why?” 


“T’m not doing it for the public.” 


Tony picked at the coffee cup’s sleeve again. “Then who are you doing it for?” Loki had crossed 
his arms and was staring down at the table. “Thor?” 


“Partially.” Loki’s hands disappeared below the table. “I would—actually like for you to make an 
appearance at a family function, if that’s alright. I’m tired of hearing about how I should be dating 
from them.” 


“Sure,” Tony said. “But I have to tell you, I feel really weird lying about this to Thor. Is he going to 
kick my ass for dating his brother?” 


“Are you kidding?” Loki scoffed. “He’ Il be thrilled.” 


Tony really didn’t get it. “Are you secretly dating someone that you don’t want them to know 
about?” 


“No,” Loki said, picking up his coffee and taking a long sip. 


The pieces still weren’t coming together. “Would we come clean to Thor about this after the 
wedding?” 


“If you ever tell Thor this was fake, the entire deal is off and I'll tell your father we weren’t 
actually dating,” Loki said with more fire than Tony’d ever seen in him. He’d seemed like a mild 
mannered bookworm up until this moment. 


“Okay,” Tony appeased him. Loki relaxed, slumping back in his seat. “Is your family going to be 
weird about you dating a guy?” 


Loki shook his head. “They already suspect that I am gay and have all but asked me to tell them. 
This will simply confirm what they already believe.” 


“Are you?” 


Loki looked away. “I’d rather not discuss my preferences, if that’s alright by you,” he said in a 
tone that plainly relayed that he didn’t care what was or wasn’t alright by Tony. 


“Totally fine,” Tony said. “So I guess we talk about the appearances we need to make? And come 
up with some sort of cute how we met story?” 


“We can’t just say we met through Thor?” 
“T mean, we can, but is it going to make sense to Thor that we just started dating out of the blue?” 
Loki stared down at the table. “That’s fair.” 


“We can workshop it,” Tony said. “But for appearances, we’ll need to go to some of the clubs that 
the paparazzi circle. I’ve also got a charity gala in a couple weeks that I’d like you to attend with 
me. And we’ ve got a family function for you. Do you only want one?” 


Loki hesitated. “My mother’s birthday will be in a month. Id like it if you came to that, and to— 
my birthday.” 


“That works for me,” Tony said. Loki smiled, and Tony thought it seemed a little relieved. “I'll 
make any appearance you want. You don’t have to limit it to just two.” 


Loki nodded. 

“Well,” Tony said. “Would you be okay with us being seen for the first time this weekend?” 
“Yes,” Loki said, reaching for his coffee. 

“Cool. So for how we met,” he said, thinking. 


“You don’t have to be a current student or alumni to use the university library,” Loki said. “We 
have interlibrary loans all the time. Is there some sort of research that you might’ ve found through 
the library? It would make sense if we met because I was helping you to find something.” 


“Do you guys have anything on electrical engineering?” 
Loki raised an eyebrow. 


“T don’t know!” Tony exclaimed, unsure if he should laugh at Loki’s sass. “I have no idea what 
your library has.” 


“We have everything,” Loki answered. Tony didn’t believe that. “I'll figure out what’s hard to 
obtain from electrical engineering and text it to you incase anyone asks.” Tony didn’t point out that 
no one would care what title he’d checked out from the library. Loki’s attention to detail was sort 


of endearing. 


“Alright.” Tony’s attention fell on Loki’s sweater. “Send me your measurements, too. You’ ll need 
a suit for the club we’re going to Friday.” 


“T have suits,” Loki said. 


“Do you have one from the past six months that is a designer label so the press doesn’t feel the 
need to comment on your style?” 


Loki deflated a little. “I don’t particularly need a suit to work in the library.” 


“T know,” Tony said. “This is just playing the part. And don’t worry about paying for it. P'll take 
care of all of that. You just get dressed and I'll pick you up. Oh, and I'll pay for our dates, if I 
didn’t say that already. You’re massively helping me out.” 


Loki nodded. They were both quiet for a moment. “Is there anything you’d like me to say or do on 
our dates?” 


Tony shrugged. “Just be yourself. Play the doting couple when we need to keep up appearances. Is 
that alright?” 


“Yes.” Loki sipped his coffee. 


Tony’s phone rang. It was one of his coworkers. “I need to be getting back to the office. P'll see you 
Friday evening?” Loki nodded, and as Tony got up from the table and answered his phone, he 
thought he saw a glint of joy in Loki’s eyes. It was nice to realize that Loki was happy about 
whatever he was getting out of this. 


Tony didn’t realize that he’d expected Loki to live in a modest apartment until he pulled up in front 
of an historic house near the university Loki worked at. 


It was a victorian style house with an iron fence running along the perimeter. The front porch lights 
were on. Tony texted Loki that he’d arrived. 


A minute later the front door swung open. 


Loki stood illuminated in the golden glow of the house light. Tony’s breath stopped. Loki was 
stunning in a sleek black suit. 


Loki turned away to lock the door. Tony cleared his throat. Loki’s walk towards him only 
exaggerated how slender and graceful his figure was in the suit. There was something powerful in 
his stride that made Tony tug at his shirt collar. It was too hot in the car when he was wearing his 
own suit. 


The car door popped open. “Hey,” Loki said, sliding inside. “Did you find this place alright?” 
“Yeah,” Tony said, turning the air conditioning up. “Your house is really nice.” 


“T made some good investments,” Loki said quietly. Tony pulled out onto the road. “The suit you 
sent is—“ 


Tony glanced over when Loki didn’t finish speaking. “You don’t like it?” Tony asked. 
“No, it’s just—it’s a very expensive suit to just wear for one evening.” 


Tony shrugged. “Then wear it again for one of your family outings. But seriously, don’t lose sleep 
over the cost. I can pawn it off on my dad’s company anyway and claim it’s for PR or something.” 


“Tf you insist.” 
They slipped into silence. 


It was awkward. Tony knew that. They didn’t really know each other. “So,” he said brightly. “T 
think you’ ll really like this club tonight. The crowd’s alright, but they’ ve got a great drink selection 
and it’s always fun.” 


“T’ve never been clubbing before.” 


“Really?” Tony merged into another lane. “Then I guess you could say unequivocally that you’re 
having the best time ever at this club if reporters ask.” 


Loki set a hand on his knee. Tony tried not to fixate on his long fingers. “Will they ask?” 


“Probably not,” Tony said. “We’ll hang out until the paparazzi arrive, and then we’ll ignore them 
as we leave. They love being ignored.” 


“Somehow, I find that doubtful,” Loki said, a hint of humor in his voice. 
Tony smiled. “Okay, you’re right. I love ignoring them.” 
“That’s fair,” Loki replied. 


Tony nodded. Tony’s music filled the silence again. When they arrived at the club, Tony noticed 
that Loki perked up as he stepped out of the car. He seemed curious, and Tony liked that Loki 
wasn’t acting like it was all some big chore. 


Tony ushered him in past the doorman and then back to the table he’d reserved. “Do you like to 
dance?” Tony asked, gesturing towards the dance floor. 


“Not particularly,” Loki said. He’d gotten a blue martini. Tony couldn’t get over the way he 
looked with his hair slicked back and straightened. Loki swirled his martini glass, watching the 
little whirlpool it created. 


“You took off your nail polish,” Tony observed, realizing he hadn’t noticed when Loki got in the 
car. 


“Well,” Loki said, holding the glass still. “I wasn’t sure if you’d want them to be painted in the 
press photos.” 


“You can do whatever you want with them,” Tony said. He paused, studying the way the corner 
Loki’s lips tilted up to one side at that. Loki was surprisingly considerate for someone whose 
brother had compared them to a wet cat more than once. “You don’t have to change anything about 
you while we’re pretending to date. Well, just the suit. Because the gossip rags love to drag people 
for the way they dress and I don’t want you to have to put up with that.” 


“They may say something about my nail polish, then.” Loki took a sip of his glass, looking out 
over the dance floor with open interest. “I think I could name ten people in this room.” 


“Tt is a celebrity hangout,” Tony said. “But from experience, more than half aren’t as fun as you 
think they’ Il be.” 


“Compared to the regulars at the library, I’m sure they’d at least be entertaining.” 
“What’s it like to work a library?” 


Loki pursed his lips, grabbing his drink again. “Busy, surprisingly. I’m our head research librarian, 
and I have a lot of requests from faculty and students alike. The library itself is more lively than 
people suspect libraries to be.” 


Tony realized he was staring at the way Loki’s suit fit his chest and made himself look up again. 
“Naturally, ve chased out couples that decide the geology section is a great place to fornicate and 
found a number of alarming bookmarks. It has its politics, like any workplace, I suppose.” Loki 
stopped watching the dance floor to glance back at Tony. “What’s it like to work at Stark 
Industries?” 


“Well, if I can get a word in edgewise between my dad and Obadiah, that’s a big deal. Mostly I 
work on projects my dad throws my way and try to invent things I really care about on the side.” 
Tony brushed his thumb against the freshly shaped edges of his goatee. “It’s alright.” 


“Do you like being famous?” 


Loki wasn’t being coy. Tony couldn’t remember the last time someone had seriously asked him 
that. “I—” Tony looked out over the same dance floor that Loki seemed to enjoy watching. Tony 
saw a Sea of people that were potential distractions from his own thoughts. This was his favorite 
club, and yet there was still a sense of tedium in it. The flashing lights and expensive drinks had 
lost their novelty ages ago. “I guess I’ve never had any other option.” 


“Tt seems like a pain.” 


Tony laughed. “It kind of is,” he decided. Loki smiled then. “So,” Tony said. “Tell me about the 
weird bookmarks you find.” 


The evening got easier after that. Loki seemed happy to tell Tony all about the ins and outs of the 
library and its drama. Tony told him similar stories from his job. The longer they talked, the more 
Loki’s sly sense of humor started to surface. 


When Tony knew it was a good time to make an appearance, he guided Loki to the front of the 
club. Several paparazzi were hovering outside. Tony stopped beside the door. “Are you ready to be 
my boyfriend?” 


“Of course,” Loki said with all the ease in the world. 


They walked through the door. Tony slipped his hand into Loki’s just as the first flashbulb went 
off. Loki’s reaction was instant. His hand flinched, then relaxed, and as Tony turned to look at him 
with a big, fake doting smile, he saw that Loki was blushing. 


Loki glanced at him and then back, determined to smile even as he wouldn’t stop blushing. 


The valet had already brought up their car. Tony helped Loki inside, ignoring the calls from 
paparazzi before taking his keys and getting in. 


He turned to Loki. 


Loki calmly looked back at him, the blush already receding. He was slowly circling his fingers 
over the palm of his other hand. “It’s overwhelming the first time, huh?” Tony said. “You’ll get 
used to it.” 


“It wasn’t that bad,” Loki dismissed it. 


Tony wanted to ask why Loki had blushed. He wanted to ask so bad, but the man could swiftly 
sidestep any question he didn’t want to answer, and Tony knew he’d do that on this question. 


“Yeah,” Tony agreed, pulling out to the street to take Loki home. 


They didn’t make any major press, but Tony found their photo on one of the more popular gossip 
blogs. There wasn’t a story, just a line about Tony being sighted with a new mystery man. 


Tony kept going back to their photo. 


They looked so happy and natural in it. Their hands swung out together, Loki leaning with the 
motion and blushing as he looked towards Tony in pleasant surprise. Tony beamed back at him 
like he didn’t have a care in the world. If Tony didn’t remember posing, he would’ve thought that 
it was genuine. 


The photo made him happy to look at. Tony hadn’t expected that, but it was nice. 
Tony texted the link to Loki. 


Hours went by. Tony wasn’t waiting to hear a response from Loki. His mind had been wrapped up 
in his projects in the lab when his phone rang. Tony took a deep breath. It was Thor. 
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Tony’s heart was pounding. He really should’ ve thought through this whole dating Thor’s brother 
thing a little harder. “Hi?” He answered the phone, voice reedy. 
“Tony!” Thor exclaimed. “Loki told me! I can’t believe it!” 


Tony wanted to pass out. He leaned back in his chair, blowing out a breath. “Yeah, Point Break. 
It’s—” He paused. He was assuming it was about them dating, but maybe, maybe he’d be lucky 
and it’d be something else... “What'd you hear?” 


Thor chuckled. “Tony,” he said. “Loki showed me the photo.” Tony closed his eyes, then realized 
he was smiling. It was a great photo. “He was so excited to show me. I thought he’d gotten a 
promotion or found a rare book or something.” 


Tony drummed his fingertips along the edge of his chair. “Did he call you?” 
“He dropped by my apartment.” 
“Ah. Did he tell you how we met?” 


“Yes.” Tony clenched the hand that had been drumming, wishing he knew exactly what Loki had 
said so that he could play along. “He said you went to his library for research?” 


“Yeah. I needed a book on electrical engineering,” Tony said, realizing that he’d already forgotten 
the title that Loki had texted him. 


“T had no idea you guys hit it off the other afternoon,” Thor said. “I couldn’t tell at all. He said he 
was nervous you’d say no when he asked you out.” Tony’s brain skipped. 


Loki had asked him out? 


That felt weird. He didn’t realize he’d expected to be the one asking Loki out until he heard Thor 
say otherwise. He was always the one that asked people out. He was comfortable with that. 


No one had ever asked him out. 


An unexpected wave of longing swept over Tony. But wouldn’t that be nice? To have someone 
want him and ask? 


He almost wished it was real. He wished that someone had asked him out. 
He wanted to know what that would feel like. 
“Yeah,” Tony said. “He shouldn’t have been nervous. I was happy to say yes.” 


“Yeah,” Thor happily agreed. “He’s thrilled, Tony. I just wanted to call and let you know that I 
know and I’m going to be cool about it. Loki’s warned me not to give you a hard time.” 


Thank goodness for that, then. Thor truly did seem cool about it. Maybe he’d overthought it.“This 
is the shortest shovel talk ve ever had,” Tony joked. It was the only shovel talk he’d had. 


Thor laughed. “It’s not one, though. This is great news. I’m so happy that Loki’s finally seeing 
someone. I’ve worried about him being single for years.” The sentiment saddened Tony now that 
he knew Loki slightly better. Maybe if Thor hadn’t worried about him, Loki wouldn’t have wanted 
to date. “Life works out really well sometimes, doesn’t it? This is just in time for your dad’s 
wedding thing.” 


Tony’s chest went cold. Had Thor worked it out, or suspected him? “It’s not—Thor, it’s just a 
coincidence—* 


+) 


“| know,” Thor cut him off. “I didn’t mean it like that. Loki asked you out because he likes you.’ 
Maybe Loki had thought ahead and planned for Thor’s suspicion. If he had, it was a clever way of 
covering their tracks. “I just meant it was funny good timing. I didn’t mean anything by it.” 


“Okay,” Tony said. He was sure that Thor meant it. He was getting off too easily. “Thor, uh—look. 
He’s really nice, and we’re taking it slow. I know you know that I’ve slept around and not been 
very serious, but I wouldn’t hurt him, Thor. I wouldn’t.” 


“T know,” Thor said. 


Tony couldn’t express how much it meant to him to recognize that Thor was being sincere. He 
trusted Tony, and it was moving until guilt crashed in right after it. “I, uh—” He needed to stop 
floundering. “—Really thought you might be upset or weirded out or something.” 


“T think it’s great!” Thor’s enthusiasm was always cranked up to the max, but especially now. 
“You know, you both have a lot in common. You’re both smart, and you both like studying way 
more than I do.” Tony realized Thor was teasing him and laughed. “I can’t wait for you to meet my 
mother. She’s going to be so happy.” 


“Yeah,” Tony said awkwardly. 

“Don’t worry!” Thor reassured him. “She will love you. She will be so happy to see Loki dating.” 
“T can’t wait,” Tony said, making a mental note to ask Loki what sort of gift he needed to bring. 
“T’ve gotta go. Tony, don’t worry about it being weird. I’m glad Loki told me.” 

Tony smiled a little. Thor was probably relieved that Loki had told him. “Thanks, Thor.” 


They hung up. Tony glanced back through his messages. The last message in his conversation with 
Loki was him sending the link. 


It felt weird to have this phone call from Thor and to not hear anything from Loki. 
Tony hesitated, then sent, Thor called to give his blessings. He seems really happy. 
Loki’s response was almost instant. He is. J figured telling him right away was easiest. 
Glad it went well, Tony sent. 


When a response didn’t immediately come, Tony went back to typing on his computer. It wasn’t 
until he checked his phone a few hours later to find no response from Loki that he realized he’d 
been hoping for one. 


A few uneventful days went by. Tony was starting to strategize for the upcoming charity gala. His 
father would be there, and Tony didn’t want Loki to feel like he was being thrown to the wolves. 


Tony was surprised to receive a text from Loki. 


Would you be up for being the jealous boyfriend to get one of the TAs out of my hair? It might be 
fun. 


Tony didn’t have to think very hard about it. If he was being honest, he felt a pang of worry trying 
to imagine Loki fending off some insistent TA. I’ve never gotten to be the jealous type before, 
Tony sent back. /t’ll be fun. 


Great. He usually comes here around 3 when his class lets out. Any chance you could stop by 
then? 


It was a couple hours off, and Tony loved any excuse to slip out of the office. I’ll see you a little 
before 3 today. 


Tony smiled to himself, then went back to work. A few minutes later he realized, Where exactly do 
I find you in the library? 


Look for me at the reference desk on the second floor. There’s a staircase to the left when you 
enter the library. It’s near there. 


Tony glanced back at the time. He was looking forward to it. 


The university library was a turn of the century design with multiple mosaics comprised of tiny, 
pale colored tiles lining the floor. It was three stories, and while it wasn’t a massive building by 
any means, it wasn’t the bleak, dusty modern aesthetic that Tony had expected. 


Loki was easy to find. He was standing at the reference desk, an indifferent look on his face as he 
read the monitor in front of him. Today he was wearing a khaki brown sweater with tiny puff balls 
in an argyle pattern. His hair was pulled back in a messy ponytail. 


It was still a little hard to reconcile the suit look from before. 


Tony walked up to the reference desk. A few seconds went by before Loki’s gaze flicked towards 
him, the opened with surprise. “Hello Tony,” he said placidly, like he’d known Tony was there the 
entire time. 


“One jealous boyfriend, at your service.” Tony bowed his head, waving his hand as he did. Loki 
smirked at that, watching Tony like he couldn’t quite believe his luck. “So. What’s this obnoxious 
TA look like?” 


Loki smiled like a cat about to pounce. “Short blonde hair, usually wears an oxford shirt and has a 
black bookbag he wears with one strap hanging off his shoulder.” Loki left the computer to open a 
board that acted like a door to the desk. “Come back behind here so that he knows you’ re not just 
another student.” 


“Ohh, am I breaking the rules?” Tony asked, joining Loki. 


Loki rolled his eyes, though there was a tiny smirk on his lips. “Make yourself useful,” Loki said, 
pointing to the rows of filing shelves at the back of the desk. “Sort papers or something.” 


“You didn’t tell me I was coming over here to work,” Tony complained. 


“Just look busy,” Loki said. “Actually—don’t move the papers. I have them organized exactly how 
I want them.” 


Tony leaned against the built in shelving, staring at Loki. Loki raised an eyebrow. “What?” 
“Why do I need to look busy?” Tony asked. “Let me see what you’re doing on the computer.” 
Loki stared back at him for a moment. “Okay,” he decided. 


Tony stepped up. Loki had an article pulled up with a photograph of a vase. “I’m collecting works 
of art for one of the sociology professors. She’s teaching a class on how art influences cultural 
thinking.” 


“What’s the verdict on the vase?” Tony asked. 


Loki scrolled up with the mouse. “Nothing yet. I was looking at the role it played in agricultural 
festivals.” 


“Tt’s kind of cool,” Tony said, leaning in closer to get a better look at the screen. “I like the 
geometric patterns,” he said, pointing at the top of the vase. 


“Yeah,” Loki agreed. He zoomed in so that it filled the screen. “The brushwork is nice too. It kind 
of reminds me of something my mum would buy.” 


“T could see finding this at an art fair,” Tony said. “Maybe with different handles. Those seem too 
old-fashioned.” 


“Maybe if it was meant to look historical,” Loki agreed. 
Someone cleared their throat. 
Tony and Loki looked up from the computer at the same time. 


Tony recognized the man from Loki’s description immediately. He looked to be a good ten years 
younger than them and had bright, determined brown eyes that were fixed on the pair of them. 
Tony could guess why he was interested in Loki. The TA seemed very bookish himself. 


“Yes?” Loki prompted. 


The man stood a little taller, straightening the strap on his shoulder. He was flustered with 
jealousy. Tony wanted to laugh. “Do you know if my course books came in?” He asked Loki, 
pointedly facing away from Tony. 


“T don’t,” Loki answered smoothly. “They’d be down at the reception desk on the first floor if they 
have.” The TA glanced over at Tony, and Tony decided that this was his cue. 


Tony slid his arm around Loki’s side, glancing up at him. “Babe,” he said, noticing how Loki’s 
only reaction to his arm was mild interest, “Would you like me to run downstairs with him to check 
so that you can keep working?” 


Loki smiled back at him. There was true amusement in his eyes, behind the sheen on his glasses. It 


was a rather handsome expression. “Elias knows where the reception desk is.” 


“Okay,” Tony said, gazing into Loki’s eyes and trying to gauge just how jealous he was supposed 
to be. He didn’t find much info to work with. He decided to lean in and up on his toes, tilting his 
head to go in for a kiss. Loki just stared back at him, watching. Tony wanted to laugh. Loki wasn’t 
picking up on it at all. If Tony didn’t do something, he was going to burst into laughter and blow 
their cover, so he leaned to the side and kissed Loki’s cheek instead. “When do you get off work?” 
He asked, noting the way Loki’s pupils had gotten bigger. 


“Not for a while longer,” Loki answered, slowly wrapping his arm around Tony’s shoulders. He 
looked into Tony’s eyes as if searching for answers before glancing back to the front of the desk. 
Elias was already making his way down the stairs. 


Loki dropped his arm, and Tony politely stepped back. “Was that too much?” Tony asked. “I 
wasn’t sure how jealous you wanted me to be.” 


“It was perfect,” Loki said with a smile so utterly pleased that Tony wanted to box it up and sell it. 
He’d make a fortune. 


Tony glanced back towards the stairs. He didn’t really know Elias. The kid could’ve been a dick, 
or he could’ ve just been a kid with a crush. “It wasn’t too mean?” 


Loki brushed a few curly locks that had fallen out of his ponytail away from his face. “Considering 
that he ignores the signs I’m not interested and knows that he can use the time I’m at this desk to 
corner me here and monopolize my time for hours, the only outcome was going to be mean.” Loki 
grabbed the computer mouse, acting like he didn’t care as he started scrolling again, but it was 
obvious how much it bothered him. “I’ve turned him down for dinner three times. ’ ve made it 
clear I’m not interested. Maybe now he’ II finally leave me alone.” 


Loki grabbed his ponytail and yanked it out, pulling all of his hair back to grab the loose locks 
before tying it back again. 


“T don’t mind,” Tony said. “I’m happy to drop by as much as you want.” Tony couldn’t tell for 
certain, but it seemed to relax Loki to hear that. 


Tony leaned against the desk as Loki glanced back at him. “Speaking of, the charity thing I 
mentioned is this weekend. I can send you another suit, but I wanted to warn you that, uh, well, my 
old man’s going to be there.” 


Loki didn’t move or say anything, but his eyes were thoughtful as he watched Tony. “That’s good, 
isn’t it?” 


“Well, yeah,” Tony said, nodding his head. This whole dating thing was sort of to get his old man 
off his back. “But uh, he can be a bit of a dick sometimes.” 


With warm confidence Loki assured him, “I am quite adept at handling fathers that are a bit of a 
dick sometimes.” Loki set his hand on the mouse. “My own father is a dick all of the time.” 


“Mine too,” Tony said, smiling with relief. He ran a hand through his hair. 
Loki’s gaze was back on the monitor. “What do you think of this one?” 
There was a photo of a nicely painted pitcher. “Is that a bird on it?” 


“T think so,” Loki said, scrolling down to the description. 


Tony stayed for a while longer, commenting on the photos with Loki. He left to go back to the 
office, telling Loki he’d pick him up for the charity gala. As Loki waved goodbye, Tony found 
himself genuinely looking forward to it. 


On the way to his car, he couldn’t stop thinking about kissing Loki’s cheek. It’d felt like playing 
the part, but Tony was sort of disappointed that he hadn’t made Loki blush. Maybe he’d gotten too 
attached to their press photo, but he hoped the next one would be just as lovely. 
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The charity gala was exactly the sort of awkward standing around and mingling affair that Loki 
had been expecting. Tony seemed to be in a good mood though, and Loki didn’t mind Tony 
parading him around with his hand on the small of his back. 


Tonight Tony wore a flashy gold accented suit and a pair of slightly tinted glasses. Loki hadn’t 
seen the same suit on him twice. With some amusement, he wondered if there really was a Stark 
Industries expense account just for suits. The black one he’d been given was a designer label that 
cost thousands, but it wasn’t his money, so he didn’t care. 


Howard Stark was in the room, but they hadn’t crossed paths yet. Loki wasn’t sure if that was 
intentional or not. They had met Obadiah, the man whose wedding was coming up. Loki didn’t 
particularly care for him. He reeked of cigar smoke and had a shallow smile that reminded Loki of 
his own father’s business associates. 


Loki accepted a champagne flute from a passing member of the wait staff. “Oh, that’s Linda from 
Hammer Tech’s PR. We should say hello to her too,” Tony said, and they were off again. 


Loki had probably met fifty people so far, and he couldn’t remember anything distinct about half 
of them. The quiet jazz playing in the background and the eloquent ballroom were nice, though. 
Tony introduced Loki to everyone as his boyfriend. That was a bit of a thrill. 


Loki hadn’t known how it’d feel, but it was a nice thought to be someone’s boyfriend. 


When they were done chatting up Linda, Tony was about to twirl them away to another PR rep 
when a stiff male voice said his name. Tony’s hand clasp reflexively against Loki’s side. Tony 
turned around, Loki quickly catching up with the motion. 


Howard Stark was standing there, a bourbon in hand. “Hi Dad,” Tony said with more hesitation in 
his voice than Loki had heard all night. 


Maybe he was nervous about the whole dating thing. 


Loki just slid Howard into the same category as his own father and acted accordingly. “Hello,” 
Loki said, extending his hand. “I’m Loki Odinson. Pleased to meet you.” 


Howard swiftly took his handshake. Loki gave back just as much a grip as he got, holding 
Howard’s gaze with confidence. “Nice to meet you, Loki. Are you Tony’s date for the evening?” 


“T am,” Loki said, glancing over at Tony. Tony was holding himself a little too still, but the energy 
coming from him was intense. “Tony and I have been dating for a couple weeks now.” 


“Oh?” Howard said with interest, turning towards Tony. 


“Loki’s a research librarian at the university. He helped me find some books that I needed for one 
of the projects I’ve been working on,” Tony said. 


Howard smiled like it was an amusing anecdote. “I’m surprised you needed to go to a library for 
research materials.” 


“Well,” Loki said. “Practical Applications for Advanced Electrical Engineering has been out of 
print since 1952, so we were one of the few libraries that had a copy. We have a sizable 
engineering department.” 


“Yes,” Howard said. “We hire graduates from your school each year.” He gave Loki one of the 
same pandering business smiles that were so prevalent in the room before turning his attention 
towards Tony. “Make sure you talk to Aldrich Killian before the award ceremony starts and don’t 
get into an argument if Justin is here.” 


“Okay,” Tony easily agreed. They’d already spoken to Killian. He was obnoxiously arrogant and 
wouldn’t shut up about his company. Loki was fairly sure they’d said hello to a Justin or two as 
well. 


Howard continued, “Don’t ignore any of the local board members, and be sure to say hello to the 
representatives from the parks department. They’ll remember you when we ask for permits.” 


“Okay. No problem,” Tony agreed again. “I'll be sure to say hello.” 
Howard took a sip from his drink. “If you’ll excuse me.” 


Tony took in an audible breath beside Loki. “It'll be a while before he thinks we’ re actually 
dating,” Tony said. 


“That’s alright,” Loki said. “He’s only just met me.” Loki turned a little so that he could get a 
better look at Tony. “Do you like your father?” 


Tony shrugged, looking out over the room. “He’s my dad.” 


Tony had said his father was a dick, but he was especially nice to his father. Loki wouldn’t have 
smiled and agreed with his own so easily. ““We’ve already met all of the people he said to meet, 
haven’t we?” Loki asked. 


“Yeah,” Tony said. “We have.” 


Loki watched some of the bubbles from his champagne float to the surface. “You’re much kinder 
to him than I am to my own father.” Loki gave the drink a wry smile. “We fight like cats and dogs 
half the time.” 


“T can’t,” Tony said. Loki glanced over at him. “Arguing with him is pointless.” 
“He’s stubborn?” 


Tony let go of Loki’s waist to rub the back of his neck. “He doesn’t back down in a fight.” Tony 
pushed his glasses back, even though they hadn’t slipped at all. “If I push too hard about 
something, it doesn’t go well.” 


A sinking sensation tumbled down in Loki’s stomach. Tony seemed resigned, fearful almost. Loki 
found himself suspecting that Howard may have laid a hand on Tony if Tony argued back. Loki 
swallowed, realizing he shouldn’t have asked. 


They weren’t actually dating. It wasn’t his business to know, and if he overstepped boundaries, 
Tony would probably want to back out of their arrangement entirely. 


“T could see that,” Loki said placatingly, hoping he hadn’t stuck his nose where it wasn’t welcome. 
Tony grinned at him. 


“But,” Tony said brightly, “since we have talked to all of those people, that means we can kill time 
talking to whoever we want to until the award ceremony starts.” 


“What exactly are they giving out awards for?” 


Tony made a face. ““Whatever BS gets people to show up and give a donation for this. And there’ Il 
be some musical performances in-between, and they serve dinner, so it’s not too terrible. It’s this 
mixer part that’s the biggest drag.” 


Loki nodded, then took a sip from his champagne flute. “Come on,” Tony said, arm at Loki’s waist 
again. “Let’s move out of the stench of my dad’s cologne.” 


For the dinner portion they were seated at a table with people they didn’t know. Inwardly, Loki 
was grateful. He didn’t like the way that Tony tensed around his father. 


The awards and entertainment were fine. He had fun whispering quips about some of it with Tony. 
When it was time to leave, the crowd started to filter out together. Loki heard Tony sigh and 
glanced his way to see Killian weaving his way through the crowd towards them. “Let’s ditch 
him,” Loki said. 


Tony turned to him in surprise. “Now,” Loki said, starting to take a step to the right. Tony reached 
for his hand. Loki grasped it, tugging Tony with him through the crowd even as his head flooded 
with sensation. 


It was just holding Tony’s hand, so why did it—why did it make him feel something? 


Loki didn’t even know what it was. Just that it was a little like cotton candy and heat, and he 
couldn’t entertain his brain on that thought as he tugged Tony towards a hallway. Killian was only 
a few paces behind. 


The hallway was empty. “Run,” Loki told Tony. 


“Wait! I'm shorter than you!” Tony exclaimed, their arms tugging as Tony tried to correct himself. 
Loki could easily outpace him. 


“Come on!” Loki urged him, slowing down just enough. He broke into a grin. He couldn’t help it. 
This was fun. “If I have to hear one more word about his stupid genetic project, I’m going to throw 
up all over him.” 


“You’re telling me,” Tony said, following Loki down the stairs. “Do you know where we’re 
going?” 


“This leads out to the garage,” Loki said. 
Breathlessly, Tony asked, “How do you know that?” 


“My senior prom was here. I snuck out early,” Loki answered, pushing open an employees only 
door. Tony followed him out into the garage. They let go of each other’s hands. The air was wet 
with fresh rain. “Oh shit.” 


“What?” 


“The press,” Loki said, stopping. “You need a photo for the press—” 


“They were taking photos all night,” Tony said. “It'll be fine. The issue now is getting back to 

the valet.” He stared at Loki trying to catch his breath. Then Tony smiled at him, and Loki found 

himself smiling back until Tony laughed. “I’ve always wanted to run away from Killian. I’ ve just 
never done it.” 


“Glad to help,” Loki smiled back. He started in the direction of the valet, Tony catching up beside 
him. 


“Y’ know, I think my dad wants to acquire his company. Can you imagine? I’d hate having to see 
him in the office everyday. He doesn’t listen to a thing you say.” 


Loki brushed his hair back from his face. “You could come hide in the library.” 
“T don’t think that’d work,” Tony said. 


“Probably not,” Loki said. “On second thought, I’d hate to have him start following me around at 
the library. I just got Elias out of my hair.” 


“So it worked, huh?” Tony pulled a ticket out of his pocket as they approached the valet stand and 
handed it off to the attendant. They seemed to have beaten some of the crowd, but Loki still looked 
around to make sure Killian wasn’t there. 


“With flying colors,” Loki said. “I get so much more work done in the afternoons now. It’s been 
wonderful.” 


Tony smiled, about to say something when he grabbed Loki’s hand and pulled him off to the side. 
“Killian just came out of the doors,” Tony said, hiding them behind a pillar. 


Loki glanced over and then back at Tony. Tony’s hand was so warm in his. He didn’t understand. 
“T don’t think he’s seen us.” 


“Yet,” Tony said, letting go and fussing with his glasses again. Loki looked over the crowd and 
then back to Tony. The valet arrived with their car. “We’re saved!” Tony pulled the door open for 
Loki with a flourish, relieved and happy. It did feel like they were getting away with something. 


“We’re saved!” Loki echoed, sliding inside. 
When Tony got in and pulled them out of the parking lot, he was still grinning. 


“Hey,” Tony said, rounding a corner. “You want to go grab ice cream or something? I’m way too 
awake and it feels too early to call it a night.” 


Loki turned to look at him. It was nice to realize that despite spending an entire evening together, 
Tony wasn’t bored of him. “Yeah. That’d be nice.” 


“Great, because there’s this place a little ways out that does amazing chocolate concretes.” 
“Ts chocolate your favorite flavor?” 


Tony thought about it. “I mean, I like coconut, and mint, and chocolate cherry chip, oh, and coffee 
flavor. I guess I like most ice cream.” Tony drummed his thumbs against the steering wheel. 
“Why? Is chocolate yours?” 


“Yes.” Loki glanced out at the street lamps zipping by. “And mint.” 


“Ooh, then you should get their grasshopper sundae.” 
Loki let out a little laugh. “It’s such an unappetizing name.” 
“T think it’s because it’s green,” Tony said. 


Loki smiled. Tony was just being helpful. “I know.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I didn’t think 
Id still be hungry after dinner, but tapas aren’t filling at an event like that.” 


“Especially because that old lady ate half of them,” Tony said, taking an exit off the highway. 


“She really did.” Loki wasn’t too familiar with the area they were driving through, but it was nice 
to see other parts of the city. After a while, they pulled up to a little stand in a parking lot that had 
a small crowd of mostly high school kids gathered around it. Tony parked and they walked up to 
the window. 


As Loki looked over the menu, Tony ordered, and when Loki went to place his, he moved to get 
his wallet only for the man behind the counter to add it to Tony’s bill. “I’ve got this,” Tony smiled 
at him. 


“You really don’t have to,” Loki said. No one was watching. 


Tony waved him off. “It’s my treat for helping me avoid another earful from Killian.” Loki smiled, 
gently impressed by Tony’s generosity. They had a deal, but there was no need for Tony to be this 
giving. 


As they waited at the pickup window, Loki watched moths buzz around the parking lot’s lights. “T 
had no idea that ice cream places stayed open this late.” 


“Oh, yeah. This one’s open until midnight in the summer.” 


A teenager flew past them on a skateboard, the wheels grinding against the asphalt. A few of her 
friends caught up on their own skateboards, another following after them on his bike. Their orders 
arrived at the window. 


Tony handed Loki his grasshopper sundae, holding onto a chocolate brownie sundae for himself. 
Loki poked his spoon into the hot fudge. “This is nice.” 
“Yeah,” Tony said. He took a step towards the car. “We might as well sit.” 


When they got in, Tony rolled all of the windows down and turned his music back on to a low 
level. It was classic rock tonight. “How’d you know about this place?” Loki asked. 


“T came here a lot as a teenager,” Tony said. “It’s a nice place to be when you want to be out of the 
house after dark but aren’t old enough to be at a bar.” 


Loki envied that a bit. He’d had many nights that he’d wanted to leave his house, but he’d had no 
where to go. 


“Tt looks popular,” Loki answered. 


“Yeah. And the ice cream’s great, so that’s going for it too.” Tony wasn’t wrong. Loki took a huge 
bite of his sundae. “So you’d been to tonight’s venue for your prom, huh? What was it like?” 


Loki nodded his head. “Annoying,” he said, hurrying to swallow. “Honestly, what I remember 


most about it now is that the music sucked and there was a huge drama about some girl throwing a 
drink at her date.” 


“Did you go with a date?” Tony asked. 


Loki carved a circle in the ice cream with his spoon. He thought that he’d told Tony he hadn’t 
dated anyone. Maybe Tony didn’t count a singular date? “No. I went with a group of friends. I 
think my mother was disappointed not to have a photo of me with my date by the stairs. She had 
tons of photos like that for Thor.” 


Tony nodded, chewing one of the brownies from his cup. “It’s impressive you still knew where the 
exit was.” 


“T have a good memory for places,” Loki said. He relaxed a little, sinking back into the seat as he 
grabbed a spoonful of hot fudge. “My brain seems to like reusing them for dreams.” 


“Almost all of my dreams are in black and white,” Tony said. “Brains are weird.” 


“T’ve never dreamed in black and white,”’ Loki commented. He hadn’t heard of it before, which 
meant he’d probably be researching it the next day. “What do you dream about?” 


“Hmm.” Tony wobbled his spoon back and forth, holding it between his finger and thumb. “I don’t 
remember them all the time, but the usual stuff, I guess. I have a reoccurring dream about showing 
up at work in my boxers, which wouldn’t be the end of the world if it happened in real life, but 
freaks me out in the dream.” 


Loki laughed. “That’s not too hard to picture, actually.” 
“Oh? Are you picturing me in my boxers?” Tony leered. 


Loki rolled his eyes, glancing to the side at Tony as he smiled. “Black ones with hearts on them as 
you walk around. Maybe Killian is there, passing out with joy.” 


Tony laughed, shaking his head. ““That’d be something.” He scrapped his spoon along the edge of 
the cup. “What’re your dreams like?” 


“Tf I try, Ican remember a lot from the night, but most of them aren’t that interesting. Sometimes 
they’re just me being at work, or a repeat of something I read that day.” The cold of the cup seeped 
into Loki’s fingers as he thought. “But sometimes I dream of giant snakes or wolves. They’re really 
beautiful dreams. I wish I had them more often.” 


“T wish I dreamed about race cars more often,” Tony said. That wasn’t surprising. Loki had no idea 
what kind of car Tony drove, but it looked very expensive. “I wanted to get into race car driving, 
but my old man says it’s too high risk.” 


“Maybe someday,” Loki suggested, wishing he could ask more about Tony’s father. 


“Eh, maybe.” Tony set his empty ice cream cup on the dashboard. “Thor said you had a pet 
alligator growing up. Have you ever thought about getting another pet?” 


Loki sighed, swirling what was left of his ice cream. He still missed that alligator. He hoped that 
Loki was happily living a life out in an aquarium like his parents had told him he would be. He’d 
never had the courage to ask them the truth as an adult. “I have thought about getting a snake, or 
birds, but the house is enough for me to take care of by myself. I don’t know if I should add an 
animal to the mix.” 


“Those are easy to care for though,” Tony said. “I think.” He pushed his tinted glasses off his face 
and back into his hair. “I wanted a dog for a hot minute as a kid, but now I don’t think I’d be 
around enough for one. I spend hours upon hours in the lab.” 


“What do you work on there?” Loki asked. He’d finished his ice cream, but he quietly hoped that 
Tony wouldn’t notice so that they could sit here longer. 


“So much stuff,” Tony said with humor. “Right now I’m working on a generator for green energy. 
Tomorrow it might be AI, or a new robot, or anything I can think of. It’s the one nice perk of 
working for my dad, I guess. No other company would have the cash and not care if I used their 
resources to just make whatever I want.” 


Loki supposed it wasn’t prying if Tony had already brought it up. “He doesn’t mind you using the 
company’s resources?” 


“Tf I leave him alone, no.” Tony had a self-deprecating smile. “Sometimes he’ ll give me projects to 
work on, but I’m mostly there to someday run the business when he goes into retirement. Until 
then, I just stay out of his way.” 


Loki ran his finger tips over the paper of the cup. “Do you want to run the business?” 


Tony tilted his head, grimacing. “We’ll see,” he decided. Tony turned towards him. “What about 
you? What do you want to do in the future?” 


Loki didn’t think too much about the future. It didn’t seem like it’d be brighter, but if it could stay 
the same and not worsen, that would be enough. “I love my job and my home,” Loki said. “Pll 
probably stay until I retire.” 


“You don’t think you’ll meet someone or have kids or something?” 


“No.” Loki lifted his gaze from the cup. Tony seemed to want to say something, but then his 
expression changed. 


“You should get those birds. Or snake. But not both in the same room.” 
Loki set his cup on the dashboard. “That’s not such a bad idea.” 


Tony pulled out his phone. Loki figured he was checking the time and that they’d be leaving. He 
took one last, wistful glance out over the parking lot. The moths were still floating around the 
lights, skateboards rocketing by below them as the silhouette of a person wiped down the counter 
inside the ice cream stand. 


“Look,” Tony said, extending the phone towards him. 


Tony was laughing as he held the car door open for Loki, Loki laughing in return, a step away 
from the door. His tie was flying back in the motion, his hair whipping back. They both looked 
slightly breathless, as if they’d been laughing for a while. Loki knew it was really from running 
through the building. 


Still, it was a really great photo. 
“Send me a copy?” 


“Of course,” Tony said. He started flipping through. “I feel sorry for whatever social media intern 
had to put these up. They must’ ve run straight home after the event.” 


“Tt’s not a gossip blog?” 


“Nah,” Tony said. “The media at this sort of thing will all be curated by the gala. Maybe a reporter 
or two. Oh! Here we are again.” It was just the back of them, talking to someone as the photo 
focused on the group in front of them. 


There weren’t any other photos that featured them. 
Tony returned to the first one, texting it to Loki. 


It was such a nice photo. Loki knew he’d be looking at it again later. “Do you think your dad’ll be 
pleased with this one?” 


Loki couldn’t read the look on Tony’s face. “As much as he ever is.” 
Loki nodded, feeling awkward as he looked away. 
“T guess we should be getting back, huh?” Tony asked, his voice soft. 


Loki knew what the answer was supposed to be, but he still wanted to stay. “Yeah.” Tony grabbed 
their empty cups and got out of the car to throw them away. Loki leaned against his seat, trying to 
focus on the fact that he’d enjoyed the evening, rather than that it was ending. This was all 
temporary. He should enjoy as much as he could. 


When Tony dropped him off, he was kind enough to wait to see that Loki got in safely. Loki waved 
back at him from the doorway, sorry to see him drive away. 


Chapter End Notes 


Even Loki's internal dialogue is a little guarded right now, but I'm sure Tony will get 
bolder with his questions... 


Chapter 5 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


It was getting to be the late afternoon, and Loki had spent the better half of it researching budgies. 


It was one of the perks to his job, at least. When Loki left the library to go home, he decided to 
visit the pet store instead. Loki wandered past shelves of dry dog food and cat toys until he came to 
a glass case with a half dozen budgies inside. 


They chirped at each other, one racing down the perch and forcing its friend to keep moving down 
the way until they reached the end. Loki smiled, studying them. 


He liked the idea, but he still wasn’t sure. It was peaceful to watch them hop on the perches and 
flutter across. Loki pulled out his phone to take a photo. 


He wanted to send it to Tony. 


He could do that, right? Even though they weren’t actually dating, was Tony like a friend? Or was 
it just when they were on their pretend dates? 


Loki stared down at the photo. 


If Tony didn’t text him back, he’d know Tony didn’t want to be bothered like that. Loki sent the 
photo. He sighed, slipping his phone back into his pocket. 


Loki went to the next cage where a flock of finches rested. A few were singing. Loki combed a 
hand through his hair, thinking. 


His phone chimed. There was already a response from Tony. Are you buying them today! ? 
Loki smiled. J haven’t decided if I want to get birds or not. 

I like the blue ones! 

It was nice that Tony wasn’t just answering him, but seemed excited. 

I'd need to buy an extra large cage online. Id feel guilty if they lived in something small. 


Loki walked back towards the budgies. They were more intriguing to him because they were 
social, and they could learn a few words. They’d need a lot of care. J want to come see them if you 
get some :) 


Loki looked over the budgies. He liked the coloring on all of them. 


Still, he wanted to be sure about it, and that he wasn’t doing it just because Tony encouraged him. 
If I do, I'll be sure to have you come see them! Loki hesitated, then added a smile at the end. 


Yay! Loki smirked, looking away from his phone. He didn’t know what to say to that, but he was 
happy as he put his phone away. Loki went home, glancing at the furniture of the rooms in his 
house as he went about his evening, imaging a bird cage among them. 


On Wednesday afternoon, Thor called to tell Tony he was having a housewarming party that 
weekend. Tony hesitated. “Is Loki going to be there?” He’d sort of been hoping to go to another 
club with him for paparazzi photos, but he hadn’t asked yet. 


“Of course,” Thor said. 
It felt like Loki should’ ve already told him the party was happening. “But have you asked him?” 
“T just got off the phone with him,” Thor said. “Bring chips or something.” 


“Sure thing.” Thor said his goodbye as Tony’s thumb hovered over Loki’s messages. They hadn’t 
texted since Loki sent the bird photo. 


It was a nice excuse to talk to Loki. 
Thor told me about the party on Saturday. Anything you want me to prepare for? 


Loki’s response came ten minutes later. J don’t know his friends well like you do. What will they 
expect? 


Nothing, Tony sent. Just be yourself 
Tony slumped in his chair. He wished that he was getting to be the jealous boyfriend again. 


At least the party would be fun. Thor must’ ve finally finished unpacking all of his boxes. Tony 
went back to staring at his computer. 


Ages later, another response came from Loki. We should show up together. I can pick you up 


Tony was curious about the kind of car the Loki drove. He texted his address along with a should 
we stop at the store beforehand to get food? Thor told me to bring chips 


I’ve got that covered :) Loki sent back. 


Tony sighed at his phone. He’d wanted Loki to say yes. 


Loki actually got out of his car and walked up to the front door to ring the doorbell. Tony smiled at 
him on the security footage, shaking his head. He could’ ve just texted. 


Loki wore an olive green, chunky knit sweater and had his hair pulled back in a ponytail bun. He 
gave Tony a shy smile when he opened the door. “Did you find the place alright?” 


“Yeah.” Loki glanced at him and then started for his car. 


Tony wasn’t surprised to see that Loki had picked a pretty practical car. It was a silver sedan that 
was only a few years old. When Tony got in the passenger seat, he noticed that Loki’s phone was 
hooked up to the audio. 


The GPS greeted them as they pulled out onto the street. There was no music playing. 


Loki’s gaze was set determinately forward. Tony turned to look in the backseat. “Are all of those 
for the party?” 


Loki nodded. “I wasn’t sure if Thor would have enough for everyone.” 


There were five bags of chips, two cases of soda, one of beer, and two cookie platters. “He’s done 
well before,” Tony said. “Everyone’ll bring something.” 


Tony didn’t see if Loki nodded, but when he looked away from the backseat, Loki was diligently 
watching the road. He seemed tense. “Are you nervous?” 


Loki thought about it for a moment. “Yes.” 
Tony hadn’t anticipated an honest answer. “Why?” 


Loki licked his lips, tilting his head to the side slightly. He pushed his glasses back against his face. 
“T’m worried that Thor will see through us,” Loki said as they merged onto the highway. “Ehh,” 
Tony said, leaning back in his seat. “I don’t think he’s going to be judging us that closely.” 


Loki glanced over at Tony and then back, falling quiet. 
“Did you get those birds?” Tony asked. 
“No,” Loki said. “I wasn’t completely sure about them.” 


They passed a truck going under the speedlimit with a stack of pallets in the back. “Too much 
work?” Tony guessed. 


Loki reached back and fiddled with his bun. “I’d have to find an avian vet, and I’d need to build a 
cage, and I’m not sure if I’d have enough time to socialize them while I’m at work.” 


“T could help with the cage if you want,” Tony offered. 
“Thanks,” Loki answered. 


Tony kept up the small talk all the way to Thor’s, surprised by how nervous Loki seemed. But, this 
was Loki’s part of the bargain, and Tony was going to make sure that Thor thought they were the 
best couple ever, even if he felt guilty doing it. 


It was apparent to Tony pretty quickly that Loki became quiet in group settings. He’d speak up if 
Thor or Tony talked to him, but otherwise he was quiet. Tony’d felt nervous the first time Thor had 
seen them together, but when he just smiled and let them in, Tony stopped worrying. 


Loki was watching Bruce tell a story about work in a group of people, Tony sitting beside him on 
the couch. Tony leaned over. “I’m going to grab a soda from the kitchen. Do you want anything?” 


“A couple cookies would be nice.” 
“From the platters you brought, or the ones Steve made?” 
Loki paused. “Both,” he answered, half of the word a question. 


Tony smiled back. “Ill pick out the ones that look the best.” Loki grinned at that, thanking him, 
and Tony rose from the couch. When he was in the kitchen, Natasha came in to grab a beer. 


“T never thought that Loki would be your type,” Natasha said, leaning into the fridge. 


Tony grabbed a napkin for Loki’s plate. He’d ended up picking out four cookies instead, thinking 
that they all looked nice. “I never thought I’d be Loki’s type,” Tony answered. Natasha shut the 
fridge, picking a magnetic beer opener off the door. “He asked me out.” 


“At the library, right? Thor told me.” Natasha tossed her beer cap in the trash. 


Tony’d felt fine all evening, but Natasha seemed to know everyone’s business inside and out. 
“Thor’s cool with it, isn’t he?” Tony asked. 


Natasha smiled like she was about to laugh. “He’s thrilled,” she said. Natasha smiled at Tony, 
amusement in her eyes. “And it’s easy to see how well you guys work together. I’m sure Thor sees 
it too.” 


“Really?” Tony thought that was ironic. At least they’d pulled the dating look off for Natasha. If 
she fell for it, anyone would. 


“Yeah. Tony. You’re good together. I’ve never seen Loki speak so much to anyone. Granted, we 
haven’t seen him that often, but still.” She took a swig of her beer. “You both seem happy when 
you look at each other, as sappy as that sounds. I never would’ ve pegged you for the lovey type, 
Stark.” 


“We’re not lovey,” Tony said, secretly pleased. 


Natasha gave him her best bullshit stare. ““You’re putting together a plate of cookies for him,” she 
pointed out. “You’ve never done that sort of thing for anyone you’ve been sleeping with.” 


“T’ve gotten them gifts,” Tony said. Natasha knew a lot about the people he’d slept with. Sex 
seemed to be the easiest subject for them to talk about. Clint was probably the only person that 
knew Natasha’s dating history better than Tony. 


“That’s different, Tony.” Natasha rarely used her mom voice on him. 


Tony sighed, then found himself smiling. “Maybe it is,” he said, reminding himself he was just 
playing the part. 


“T can’t wait for Clint to see you with him. He’s going to make a scene.” 


“Ugh, he absolutely is,” Tony said, putting a hand on his forehead. “I don’t know why you married 
him.” 


Natasha shrugged. “He has a nice ass.” 


Tony laughed. Natasha took another swig of her beer. “When does he get back from his business 
trip?” 


“Not soon enough. I’m tired of calling my babysitter,” Natasha said. She took a step towards the 
living room. “And I want to enjoy as many of these as I can before we start trying for a second,” 
she said, holding up her beer. 


“A second, huh,” Tony said, following her. He sat down beside Loki, handing him the plate. 
“That’s exciting.” 


“For the most part,” Natasha agreed. “I’m not looking forward to getting two hours of sleep a night 


again.” She sat down beside Sam, who was quick to show her the video he’d been playing for 
Bucky. 


Loki was delicately turning one of the cookies around on the plate. “Did I get the wrong kind?” 
Tony asked. 


“No,” Loki said. “These are perfect.” 


Tony turned towards him, popping open his soda can, but he completely forgot what he was about 
to say as the can exploded, spilling over the both of them. “Shit!” Tony exclaimed, jumping up to 
run the soda to the kitchen sink. He turned around to go apologize to Loki only to find that Loki 
was already there, Thor behind them. 


Loki started, “I don’t know how they got shaken up—“ 
““__] didn’t mean to ruin your sweater!” 


Loki looked so apologetic that Tony felt terrible. “Probably some asshole at the store shook the 
case up,” Tony said, trying to comfort him. “It’s not your fault.” 


“You guys can borrow some of my shirts,” Thor said. “They’ll probably be big on you both, but 
they’ ll work.” 


“Thanks, Thor,” Tony said. Loki smiled back when Tony smiled at him, all forgiven. They 
followed Thor to his bedroom. Thor dug through his dresser, setting a few shirts out. 


“T think these will fit,” he said. “But if not, I have t-shirts in the closet. Help yourselves.” They 
nodded, and Thor went back out to host the party. 


Tony’s whipped off his shirt. He was already tugging one of Thor’s over his head when he saw that 
Loki was still standing there. Tony smoothed the shirt down, a question in his eyes. 


Awkwardly, Loki said, “Would you mind turning around?” 

“Oh, sure, yeah, I could leave—* 

“_That’s okay,” Loki said. “Just turn around.” 

Tony spun around so that his back was to Loki. 

He stared straight ahead at the faded paint of Thor’s bedroom door. 
Something was knocked over on the dresser. 

“Okay,” Loki said. “You can turn around.” 


Thor’s shirt dwarfed Loki, and the v-neck exposed a lot of skin that Tony wanted to gawk at. He 
forced himself to look away, noticing the blush that had appeared on Loki’s cheeks. He really 
wanted to stare at that too. “I’m going to have to wash this,” Loki said, frowning at the stain on his 
sweater. 


“T’m sure there’s a washer around here somewhere,” Tony said. 
Loki shook his head. “Tl hand wash it.” 


As Loki left the bedroom, Tony asked himself what a good boyfriend would do. Was he supposed 


to go back out to the party, or was he supposed to help Loki, somehow? This wasn’t his area of 
expertise. 


Tony popped his head in the bathroom. 


Loki had the sink running. He was gently scrubbing the fabric with his fingertips. “You should 
hang up your shirt so it dries,” Loki said. 


“Oh. Right,” Tony said, hustling back to the bedroom. He’d already forgotten about his shirt. 


Tony threw it up over the bar for the shower curtain. They’d left the bathroom door open, and the 
living room with everyone was in plain view. Tony lowered his voice. “You think it’s going well, 
with Thor?” 


“T think so,” Loki answered. 


Leaning over the sink, Thor’s shirt revealed right down Loki’s torso. Tony realized he was staring 
and looked towards the ceiling instead, hoping that Loki had been too fixated on the sweater to 
notice. It wasn’t his fault that Loki was so god damn attractive beneath the fuzzy sweaters and 
messy hair. “You’ve been doing ok?” 


“Right up until that soda can exploded. I’m so sorry. I honestly didn’t know that they were shaken 
up.” Loki turned to look at Tony, and for once Tony noticed how green his eyes were. 


“Tt’s not your fault,” Tony said. “I’m the one that opened the can and spilled it all over us.” 


Loki shut off the water. “The soda can would’ve been exactly the sort of prank I would’ ve played 
on Thor growing up.” He grabbed a fresh towel from the cabinet below the sink. “I hope it didn’t 
seem intentional.” 


Tony watched, thinking, as Loki carefully spread the sweater out over the towel, laying it flat 
against the towel. “Well, if Thor thinks you intentionally pranked me with that soda can as some 
sort of lover’s spat, then I’d say it was a pretty good performance.” 


Loki broke into a smile. “It would’ ve been, wouldn’t it?” 


“Yeah,” Tony said, laughing a little. Loki joined him at the doorway, and Tony wrapped an arm 
around his waist without a second thought. “I am up for an argument sometime if you want one, 
though. We can fight over where to eat or something.” 


As they walked back towards the couch Loki said with a warm grin, “Maybe next time.” 
“Tf you insist.” 


Someone had already cleaned up the soda spill and the plate of soaked cookies. “Do you want me 
to grab you a new soda?” Loki asked. “I'll check it this time.” 


Tony wrapped an arm around Loki’s shoulders, gently drawing him closer on the couch. To his 
surprise, after a moment, Loki relaxed against his side. There was a real weight to it, like if he 
moved, he was sure that Loki would topple over. “Nah,” Tony decided. “I’m too comfortable 
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now. 
“Me too,” Loki answered, folding his hands together in his lap. 


Out of the corner of his eye, Tony noticed that Thor and Bucky both partially had their attention on 


them. Tony was nothing if not a good showman. He pressed a kiss to Loki’s forehead. “Perfect,” 
Tony said. 


Loki rubbed a hand against his face, and Tony couldn’t quite tell if he was blushing again. “Hey, 
Tony said. Maybe we can cajole Thor into getting us food instead.” 


Natasha stopped chatting with Sam and leaned forward, staring at them both. In a gravely, 
whispering tone that Tony’d only ever heard Natasha manage she said, “Stop being so cute before 
you make me throw up.” 


Without missing a beat Tony said, “If you’re feeling queasy, maybe you shouldn’t be drinking that 
beer, because morning sickness—* 


He whimpered as Natasha jabbed at him. It was playful, but she’d made her point. “Knock it off, 
Stark.” 


“Be nice, Romanov.” It was an exchange they’d had a million times. 
“You’re both ridiculous,” Loki commented. 
It surprised Tony and Natasha both. Then they laughed, and Loki smiled along with them. 


Tony hoped Loki’s addition to the exchange would happen a lot more often. 


Chapter End Notes 


Welp, I have also gone down the rabbit hole on budgie research now. XD 


Chapter 6 


Chapter Notes 

See the end of the chapter for notes 
In what felt like no time at all, it was his mother’s birthday, and Loki was going up the front walk 
to his mother’s house alongside Tony, butterflies in his stomach. 


He wanted so badly for her to be proud of him. He knew how heavily it weighed on her mind that 
he’d been single, and he wanted to give his mother the satisfaction of seeing him alongside 
someone. 


It didn’t matter if it wasn’t real. 


“Are you sure she’ll like this wine?” Tony asked again, standing beside him as Loki rang the 
doorbell. 


“It’s her favorite one,” Loki reminded him. “And I'll say the necklace is from both of us. She’ Il 
love them.” His mother would love anything they gave her, but he wouldn’t tell Tony that. 


They’d heard the bell peal through the house. Loki glanced over at Tony as they waited. 


He’d dressed up, even though Loki had told him he didn’t have to. He wore dress pants and a dress 
shirt with a bold red tie. He was always so effortlessly put together. Loki was slightly more dressed 
up than usual, with an oxford shirt under his sweater and a nicer pair of jeans. Absently, Loki 
wondered how long it took Tony to get ready in the mornings. 


The door flew open. “Hey!” Thor exclaimed, throwing the door back to let them in. “It’s good to 
see you!” 


“Hey, Point Break,” Tony said, patting him on the arm as he walked in. “Never seen your parents’ 
house before.” Thor chuckled. 


Loki frowned at the empty entry way. His mother usually answered the door. “Where is Mum?” 


Thor pushed the door shut. “She’s cutting flowers in the garden.” Thor started walking down the 
hall. “Lunch is ready, but she wanted a center piece for the table.” 


That was so very like his mother. Loki had inherited his green thumb from her. 


Thor lead them through the kitchen and out onto the patio, where his mother was arranging flowers 
in a glass vase while his father read on his tablet. She wore a long, cream colored dress. The 
sunlight caught on her curls as she looked up in surprise. “Loki,” she exclaimed, her eyes happily 
drifting towards Tony. 


“And this is the young man I’ve heard so much about,” she said, walking out from behind the table 
and extending her hands outward. Tony awkwardly handed the wine he’d brought to her, not 
recognizing that she’d wanted to hold his hands. “Is this for me?” 


“Yes,” Tony said. “It’s part of your birthday present from us.” 


“Tt’s my favorite,” she said, taking it and making a show of reading the label. When she set it on 
the table she turned and drew Loki into a hug. “You’re looking well.” 


“You as well,” Loki answered, flustered by how pleased she seemed. When she drew back, he held 
up the small box that was in his hand. “This is from us as well.” 


“May I open it now?” She asked. Loki nodded. She peeled back the beautiful floral wrapping and 
pulled open the box. “It’s lovely,” she said, taking out the golden disc pendant. She immediately 
put it on, the jewel at the center flashing in the sun as she did. “Here,” she said, gesturing towards 
the table. “Have a seat. I'll finish these flowers up.” 


They sat down. She swiftly arranged the rest of the flowers and took the shears back inside the 
house. Tony gave Loki a glance towards his dad and Loki subtly shook his head. It was best to let 
his father talk on his own terms. 


“Ts your dad working on that old Camaro?” Thor asked Tony. 


“Oh, yeah. He’s redone the transmission and everything,” Tony said. “I’m surprised he’s not done 
yet. He’s probably waiting until he finds his next fixer upper before he finishes this one.” 


Thor took a drink of his lemonade. “Is he going to sell it?” 
“Nah,” Tony said. “He keeps them in the garage.” 


The french doors drew open as Loki’s mother carried a platter of fancy sandwiches out. “Marcella 
made these before she left today,” she said, setting them down on the table. “Please help yourself 
to anything at the table.” 


They passed around trays of fruits and side dishes. The sandwiches were some unusual 
combination of flavors, but his parents’ chef always made good food. When everyone’s plates were 
settled, Loki’s mother said, “So Tony, tell us a little bit about yourself.” 


Tony hurried to swallow. “Well,” he said, smiling in a charming way Loki recognized from the 
gala, “I design products for Stark Industries, and someday I'll take on the company as a whole 
when my father retires. I like music.” 


“What sort of music do you like?” She asked. 


“A bit of everything,” Tony answered. “I learned to play the piano from my mother. We still go to 
the symphony together occasionally.” 


“Did you go to their Stars performance?” His father asked. 
Tony nodded. Loki was relieved. His father would love that. “It was wonderful.” 


“We thought so too,” his father answered. He seemed as pleased as he could be, which made Loki 
happy. 


“We give away tickets to the symphony at work sometimes,” Thor said. 
“If you ever have a pair you don’t want, let me know,” Tony told him. 
His mother smiled. “You and Loki could both go. Loki liked going with us as a child.” 


Loki wondered if Tony really was into classical music, or if he was just bringing it up because he 
guessed that Loki’s parents would like it. Maybe he should learn Tony’s music tastes to better play 
the part of his boyfriend. “The university has student concerts there,” Loki said. “I’ve been a 
couple times.” 


“We just hired someone from that university,” Thor said. 
“T think most of the graduates work locally,” Loki answered, reaching for his water glass. 
“Tony,” his mother said. “Where do you and Loki like to go on your dates?” 


Loki was glad that it was an easy question, at least. “We like going to events,” Tony said. “Loki 
was kind enough to go with me to a charity gala the other week. We also like going out to eat. 
There’s an Italian restaurant I’ve been dying for us to find time to go to.” 


Tony had done well. It was true, but also generic enough that it covered anything Loki could’ ve 
told his mother. Loki hurried to finish the bite of his sandwich he’d taken. 


His mother set down her glass. “Which one is that?” 


“Valentina’s on 3“ Street.” 


“Oh, I love that place. My husband and I have been there many times, haven’t we?” She asked, 
gently touching his arm. 


“T believe we went there for our last anniversary,” he said. 


“T think that’s right.” She smiled, and Loki couldn’t help but be impressed at how pleasant and 
easy it all was. “Loki tells me you’re smart and funny.” He’d thought too soon. It shouldn’t feel 
embarrassing. It was all part of the game, and yet it was embarrassing to hear her say that, 
especially because Loki could practically feel Tony’s attention turn towards him. “I always knew 
he’d date someone clever.” 


“He’s pretty clever himself,” Tony said, voice sunny. 
“Mum,” Loki complained. “Let’s not bombard Tony with questions.” 


“That wasn’t even a question, dear,” she said with that doting voice like he’d said something cute. 
“T’d love to hear Tony tell the story of how you two hit it off, though. Please?” 


Loki stole a glance towards Tony, only to find him smiling back, but Loki knew him well enough 
to read the question in his eye. “If you would like to,” he told Tony. “You don’t have to.” 


“T don’t mind!” Tony said brightly. Loki was relieved at the same time that he was also reminded 
of Tony’s public persona at the gala. “Loki and I have met at Thor’s a couple of times, but I got to 
know him better when I went to the library and got a chance to talk to him. He’s very personable.” 


Loki took a bite out of his sandwich. He didn’t want to say anything, and he didn’t want to look at 
anyone. 


He supposed he was personable, but wasn’t that a boring trait to have? Everyone was personable if 
they just tried to be nice. 


“And charming,” Tony continued. “He’s a good storyteller. I love his stories about the library.” 


Loki reminded himself that none of this was real. Hopeful, he glanced towards his mother to see 
that she seemed pleased. His father looked at ease, and Thor was looking at Tony with mild 
surprise on his face. 


“You’re too kind,” Loki said, trying to spare Tony from having to say more. 


Tony laughed, nudging him with his shoulder. “It’s all true, though!” 
“Tony,” Loki said, smiling in spite of himself. 
They were nice things to say, after all, even if they weren’t real. 


The rest of the lunch was easier. Loki learned new things about Tony from his mother’s questions 
and realized that he probably should’ ve known more about things like Tony’s hobbies and favorite 
vacations. All in all though, it was lovely through cake, and then eventually, it was time for them to 
be going home. 


Everyone had come inside and was standing in the kitchen. 


“T’m so glad that I was able to meet you today,” his mother said, taking Tony’s hands. She 
squeezed them, smiling at him. “It gives me great joy as a mother to see my son happy and with 
someone.” 


Loki’s heart sank, when he thought he should be happy. He was happy. His mother was happy, so 
it was ok that it wasn’t real. 


Thor seemed happy. His father seemed happy. 
All he’d wanted was for their pity and worry to stop. 


“It was a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Odinson. Happy Birthday.” Tony smiled back. She let go and 
Tony turned to his father. “I enjoyed meeting you as well, Mr. Odinson.” 


“Tt was nice to meet you,” his father agreed. 


“Thank you for lunch, Mum. Happy birthday,” Loki said. She drew him in another hug, patting a 
hand against his waist when she pulled away. “Bye, Dad.” His dad nodded in acknowledgment. 


It was perfect. Loki could not have asked for better. 
“You should find someone successful like him,” his father said to Thor. 
It was such an unexpected statement that Loki froze. 


Never had Loki ever heard his father tell Thor that he should do something more like him, unless it 
was to be quieter or do better in school. He hardly had time for his surprise before his father 
continued, “Jane was always beneath you.” 


Thor’s reaction was instant. “Don’t compare Jane to anyone!” 


“You always chased after her and her vagabond ways, RVing through the desert to look at stars 
when you should’ ve been working.” 


“T’m doing great at my job! I’m the top salesman in our division—* Loki’s mother set a hand on 
Loki’s waist, gently nudging him to start walking towards the hallway. Taking the hint, Loki 
followed, grabbing Tony’s hand so that he wouldn’t stay behind. 


They could still hear the yelling when they reached the front door. “I apologize,” his mother said. 
“You know how those two like to butt heads.” She smiled. “You know how stubborn they can 
be.” 


Loki didn’t know what to say. He was afraid to look at Tony. As he was trying to think of 


something, his mother opened the door. “Thank you again, Mrs. Odinson,” Tony said. 
“It was my pleasure,” she said. “Thank you again for the gifts.” 


Tony started out the door. “Happy birthday, Mum,” Loki said. She smiled at him and he stepped 
out the door, Thor and his father’s voices yelling in the background until they were at last muffled 
by the shut door. 


Loki stood on the front porch. He put his hands over his face. 
It had been going so, so well. 


He couldn’t act like this. He took a deep breath and forced himself to drop his hands and look 
ahead. 


He wasn’t prepared for the worried look on Tony’s face. He certainly wasn’t prepared for Tony to 
be standing right beside him instead of marching away to the car the way that Loki expected. For a 
moment, Loki could only stare, dumbfounded, at him. “Are you okay?” 


“Am I okay?” Loki echoed. He frowned, running one hand over his soft hair, back to his ponytail. 
“What about Thor?” 


“What about Thor?” Tony questioned him, baffled. 

“He’s the one being yelled at,” Loki explained. 

“Loki,” Tony said, exasperated. Loki didn’t know what he’d done wrong. “Are you okay?” 
Loki let go of his hair. His gaze dropped to the ground. “I’m mortified.” 


Tony set his hands on his hips, tilting his head. “Because I was there for a family fight?” Loki 
nodded. “Don’t worry about it. It felt like dinner with my dad, except this time I wasn’t the one 
being yelled at.” Tony watched him for a moment before reaching forward and setting his hand 
beside Loki’s, palm open. 


Loki accepted it, amazed by the warmth that sparked through him as Tony’s fingers threaded 
through his. They started down the front walk. “You wanna go for a walk or something? There are 
a bunch of parks near here.” 


Loki could hardly believe that Tony wanted to spend more time around him instead of putting the 
day behind him. “If you'd like.” 


“Would you like to?” Tony asked. “I’d say we could go get ice cream again or something, but we 
just ate.” 


“The park would be nice.” 
“Do you want me to drive?” Tony asked. “You seem kinda upset.” 


Loki reached into his pocket. He’d never let anyone drive his car before. He stared at the keys 
before handing them over, marveling at how weird it felt. “I’m so sorry,” Loki said as he gave 
them to Tony. Miraculously, Tony was still holding his hand. “I’m so sorry that you had to be there 
to witness that. Sometimes they just—go off. Truly, I’m so sorry. It must have been so 
uncomfortable for you.” 


Tony squeezed his hand. “You don’t have anything to apologize for, Lokes.” 


Loki blinked. 
Tony had never called him that before. 
It felt...nice. 


Tony let go so that they could get in the car. Loki settled into the passenger seat. “This is the first 
time I’ve ridden in this seat,” he remarked. 


Tony chuckled as he adjusted the drivers seat and pulled on his seatbelt. “Well, now you can enjoy 
the view.” He started up the car. “Do you have a preference for which park we visit?” 


“Maple Leaf Park is right by here and has the nicest trail,” Loki said. 
“Maple Leaf it is,” Tony said. 


Loki picked at his nail polish. Tony was being incredibly kind, but it didn’t stop him from feeling 
mortified. Tony could date anyone he wanted for the wedding. He could date someone whose 
father didn’t fight with his son at a birthday lunch, of all times. 


“Tony,” he finally said. “You don’t have to be this nice.” Loki stared out the window, watching the 
suburban streets pass by. “Dealing with my father wasn’t part of our bargain.” 


“Hey,” Tony said. “I warned you about mine, who by the way, is just as bad, so don’t worry about 
it.” They turned down the street that led to the park. “But uh, is your dad always that quiet? He 
didn’t seem too friendly. Did he—not like me being over there?” 


Loki drew in a deep breath. “He’s always been like that.” He chipped off another flake of black 
polish. “Trust me, he has no problem letting people know when he doesn’t like something. He’s 
the king of the household, for sure.” 


Tony seemed to hesitate before he asked, “Do you argue with him like Thor does?” 


“Not really.” Loki sighed. “He doesn’t listen anyway, and it only makes things worse.” Tony 
pulled into the park entrance. “He did really well for him until the end. I’m not sure why he 
brought up Jane.” 


“T guess he wants you guys to marry rich.” 
“Probably,” Loki said, rolling his eyes. 


They passed under tree canopies on the way to the parking lot. “I know Thor says he’s fine, but I 
don’t think he’s over Jane,” Tony said. “He says he broke up with her, but Jane says it was the 
other way around.” 


“He told me it was because they both travel too much for work,” Loki said. 


Tony grimaced at that. “I’ve seen Jane a couple times since they broke up. The lab she works at 
uses a lot of SI equipment and she comes to company events. She told me that it was because 
they’d gotten comfortable, but she didn’t feel like there was anything there anymore. They were 
just going through the motions.” 


Tony pulled into a parking space. “Do you think he’s still in love with her?” Loki asked as Tony 
turned off the car. 


“Yeah,” Tony said. “Probably.” 


They sat there for a moment. Tony unclipped his seatbelt. Loki hadn’t moved. “How do you think 
Jane knew that she wasn’t in love with him anymore?” 


“I’m not even sure how people know they’ ve fallen into it in the first place,” Tony said glibly, 
getting out of the car. Loki followed suit. 


It was a beautiful sunny day out, and while the backyard at his parents had been shaded, much of 
the trail was not. Loki pulled off his argyle sweater and folded it before setting it back in the car. 
He rolled his sleeves up to his elbows. 


Tony was watching the motion when he looked over. “It’s too hot to walk around in all this,” Loki 
explained. 


“Yeah,” Tony said, handing him the car keys. 


They started walking towards the trail. The trees the park was named after lined the trail, tall and 
gorgeous. 


A couple zipped past them on their bikes. 

Loki knew he probably shouldn’t ask, but he was curious. “You’ve really never fallen in love?” 
“Nope,” Tony answered easily. He glanced over at Loki. “Have you?” 

“No.” 


“Guess we’re two peas in a pod there then,” Tony said. He ran his knuckles against his beard. 
“Your mom seemed pretty thrilled today.” 


“She did.” Loki brushed a strand of hair back from his face. “I can never really decide if she 
believes me that I haven’t dated, or if she thinks I’ve kept it all a secret from her.” Loki’s phone 
buzzed. He pulled it out of his pocket to discover a text message from Thor. 


Sorry Tony saw us fight 
Dad was a dick 


“That’s for sure,” Loki said aloud. He held his phone out so that Tony could see the text before 
sending back, you ok? 


Yeah! 
Dad just never liked Jane 
“Tell Thor it’s cool,” Tony said. “Just hope he’s ok.” 


“He’s good,” Loki said. “Usually he just blows off steam at the gym after they fight.” Loki put his 
phone away. “I guess you didn’t know our dad gets like that.” 


“T knew,” Tony said. “Like I said, I guess that’s just how some fathers are.” A green leaf spun 
through the wind as a dog raced by on a leash, a kid running behind them. “I think my dad just 
likes to hear himself talk.” 


“Mine too,” Loki agreed. 


Tony laughed a bit as he said, “I would not have known that during lunch.” 


“Point well taken,” Loki answered. “I suppose we both have less than agreeable fathers then.” 
Tony smiled, undoing his tie. He folded it up to tuck inside of his pocket. 


Loki had never known that Tony could be so caring or kind. He’d always seemed carefree, a little 
reckless, maybe arrogant or egotistical. 


Loki’d barely had interactions with Tony before their deal, but still, he hadn’t been right about 
him. At all. 


Loki combed his fingers along the side of his head. The warm breeze softly blew against him. 


“Thank you,” Loki said. “For today, and offering to come here with me.” Tony probably didn’t 
know how much Loki appreciated that. “It was very kind of you.” 


Tony shrugged, looping his fingers through his belt loops before letting go. “Don’t worry about it.” 
A jogger passed by on their left. “It helps me to walk it off when my dad goes off on one of his 
tirades. I know he wasn’t yelling at you, but it still sucks.” Tony’s breath skipped. “To see it 
happen.” 


Maybe being there had been harder on Tony that he’d thought. “Are you okay?” Loki asked. 


“Yeah!” Tony said immediately. “Seriously, wasn’t upsetting to me at all. You should see the way 
the boardroom gets at SI sometimes. When Obadiah doesn’t like something my father likes and he 
can’t wheedle his way around it—whew, those two can yell.” 


“Sounds stressful.” 


“T guess,” Tony said. They rounded a turn, coming across a view of the lake that bordered the park. 
“We should start planning for our next outing. There’s a club that isn’t nearly as popular as the one 
we went to before so it won’t have paparazzi, but there tends to be a lot online publicity for it. 
We’d probably wind up on some blogs. I’m going to be out of town next weekend, but how about 
the next?” 


Disappointment sunk into Loki’s chest. He’d gotten used to spending his weekends with Tony. 


That was silly, of course. He’d be seeing him in two weeks anyway. “That sounds good,” Loki 
said. He picked at his nail polish. “Will you send me a suit for it?” 


“You don’t have to wear a suit for this one, but I can, if you’d like!” Tony seemed to talk himself 
out of his original answer, smiling. 


Loki frowned at him. “It’s completely up to you. They’re your photos.” 


Tony opened his mouth, then stopped, thinking. “I'll send you an outfit,” he decided. “Something 
more casual, but something on trend. Is that okay?” 


“Of course.” Loki didn’t mind. He’d play the part because it was their deal. “Will this place be like 
the last one?” 


“Tt’s more lively,” Tony said. “It’s less elite, so there are more people there. But it’s fun.” Tony 
smiled. “I think we’ll have fun.” 


Loki nodded. “I’m sure we will.” 


They finished their walk around the trail, mostly talking about the weeks they’d had at work. Loki 


drove Tony home, and it was only as Loki watched Tony walk to his front door that it struck him 
how remarkable it was that he hadn’t really hesitated to let Tony drive his car before. 


Tony waved from his doorway before stepping inside. Loki waved back, disappointed to see 
Tony’s door shut. He was looking forward to their pretend date in two weeks far more than he’d 
ever thought he would at the start of their deal. 


Chapter End Notes 


Most of the time I like writing either one or both of them as having already rebelled 
against and worked through the trauma of their families, but this time they're both 
surviving through it, so I feel bad for them when they agree that it's just how things 
are sometimes. 


Also, I think Tony's brain totally crashed when he realized he'd almost passed on the 
chance to pick out an outfit for Loki! Nice save, nice save. 


Chapter 7 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


On Saturday morning, Loki found himself pushing a cart of books through the aisles, having stolen 
the reshelving task he usually left up to the student workers. He enjoyed the pleasant methodology 
of matching the books to their homes and the gentle thump they made as they set on the metal 
shelves. 


It was an especially quiet Saturday, or at least Loki thought so. He finished the cart faster than he 
would’ ve liked. Loki found himself standing alone at the far end of the library, looking out over 
the campus from a second story window. It was a beautiful day with the wind rustling the trees 
below. 


He was restless. 


Usually, he loved working Saturdays. He’d get off early in the afternoons to do his shopping for 
the week, and watch a movie on the couch, or catch up on yard work. He liked when the library 
was slow and he was ahead on his work because he could read about whatever he wanted. He’d 
always felt it was rather perfect. 


A man with short brown hair walked down one of the campus sidewalks. He looked nothing like 
Tony, and yet Loki found himself thinking of Tony nonetheless. 


He’d gotten so used to seeing Tony on the weekends already that it felt empty without him. 


Loki combed his fingers back through his hair, gripping it at the end and holding his palm against 
his neck as he thought. 


The time with Tony would come to an end after the wedding. He’d never thought he’d enjoy it so 
much, but it was playing pretend. It was temporary. He couldn’t get bent out of shape over one 
weekend. None of it was real anyway. 


Loki let go of his hair and stared down at his freshly painted nails. 


Instead of feeling perfect, his usual Saturday routine felt tedious. As his attention fell back on the 
campus below, he wondered how it was possible that things had become so empty without him 
noticing. 


Tony sat down at the end of the hotel bar and ordered a drink. Generally, he liked traveling for 
work. It got his dad out of his hair and the work itself was usually interesting. 


Tony took a sip from his drink. Someone sat down next to him. He noticed out of the corner of his 
eye, but he wasn’t really paying attention. Not until she cleared her throat. 


She was drop dead gorgeous. She had long, flowing hair and bright, intelligent brown eyes. Not 
that Tony could keep looking at them when her cleavage was so front and center. She smiled at 
him. “Traveling?” She asked. 


“Yeah,” Tony said, enjoying the heady rush he always got when he talked to someone attractive. 


“You?” 


She nodded. “I’m here for a couple weeks on business, actually. I’m working through contracts 
with a few of my company’s clients.” She grabbed the stem of her martini glass. Her nails were 
painted a flattering shade of dark purple. It wasn’t chipped, like Loki’s tended to be, but Tony had 
grown to like the way Loki picked at the chips. “How about you?” 


“Just through Tuesday,” Tony said. He knew what they were doing. He’d done this a thousand 
times. “I’m on business too. I had most of my sales meetings this week.” He held her gaze, 
effortlessly exuding a charm that came naturally to him after years of practice. She was stunning. 
He hadn’t had a lay in weeks. “It’s a shame we didn’t meet sooner. Have you done anything fun 
while you’ ve been in town?” 


She smirked, looking away. Her eyelashes were thick, extra pretty, even if they weren’t 
real.““There’s not much to do here.” Her foot shifted against the bar stool, the metallic shine of her 
heels catching Tony’s attention. She probably had really nice feet, manicured and soft. “But I can 
think of something fun,” she said, smiling at him. 


Tony smiled back. 


It was his turn to say something, but now that the moment was here, something lead-like slid into 
his veins. 


He wasn’t doing anything wrong. 


His deal with Loki wasn’t real. Loki wouldn’t care if he slept with someone. Tony knew he 
wouldn’t, he really wouldn’t. It also wouldn’t be a press scandal. He didn’t know this woman and 
she didn’t have the excited air of someone that had recognized him. This was just a casual fling like 
a million times before. The cameras weren’t on. Nobody would notice. Nobody would care. 


So why did Loki’s face float into his mind, followed by a crushing guilt? 
He’d never felt guilty in his life. It was absurd. 


He wanted this woman. He really did. Loki wouldn’t care, he wouldn’t, and yet—Tony realized 
the woman was moving to stand. 


His attention snapped back to her. She didn’t hide her disappointment well, but her voice wasn’t 
unkind. “You don’t really seem into it,” she said. “And I like a lot of enthusiasm.” 


Tony licked his lips. “I do like you,” he said. “I just have a lot on my mind.” 


She shrugged like she couldn’t have cared less and walked down to the far end of the bar where 
another attractive man was sitting. Tony watched her sit down to flirt with him and then turned 
back to his drink, wondering why he felt relieved. 


Tony pulled out his phone, rolling his eyes at himself even as he typed the text. How’s your 
weekend been? Feels weird not to see each other lol 


Tony set his phone down on the bar, already feeling better. The screen lit up with Loki’s reply. J 
was thinking the same thing. Not terribly exciting. The library was slow today. I swung by the pet 
store on the way home and talked to the owner about birds. Still undecided. How’s your trip? 


It was the longest text he’d ever gotten from Loki. He realized he was smiling. Loki should just get 
the damn birds. /t’s been one sales meeting after the other, but they’ve all gone well. The hotel I’m 


staying at is nice. I’ve seen all the tourist attractions here before, so it’s been a little boring. 


Loki’s response wasn’t immediate this time. Tony was just thinking he’d send Loki a question 
when an a reply came through. My mum called the other day. All she wanted to talk about was you. 
I think she’s become a super fan. Apologies in advance. 


Tony laughed. /’m used to it, he sent back. At least she won’t want to take a photo with me or get 
my autograph. Tony rarely got asked for autographs. He wasn’t that famous, but still. Loki’s 
response was instant. 


No promises there. Tony grinned. She has years of missing prom photos to get out of her system. 
Id be shocked if she didn’t try and get a photo of us by the stairs. 


They hadn’t made plans to see Loki’s parents again, but Tony knew it meant a lot to Loki. This had 
all started because Loki had wanted to for his family. Let’s have lunch over there again, Tony sent. 
Maybe just us? 


He’d called Thor after the birthday lunch. The whole thing had seemed to roll off Thor’s back, but 
Tony didn’t want to open a chance for drama with their father. 


Loki didn’t answer. Tony finished off his drink and ordered another, wondering if he’d misstepped. 
He was halfway through that glass when Loki sent, Maybe just her and us for tea one day? She’d 
like that. 


Set it up :) Tony sent. 


When no response came, Tony paid off his tab and went to go back to his room. Loki texted when 
he was in the elevator. Does next Sunday at 2 work for you? 


He wondered if Loki had called his mom. /’// be there, he sent, making a mental note to cancel his 
plans to go see a movie with Steve and Bruce. 


Loki sat on the floor of his living room, the box of clothing that Tony had sent open in front of 
him. He’d really expected Tony to send another formal suit. 


He didn’t know why he’d expected that when Tony had clearly told him he’d send something 
casual, but he had. 


Loki ran his fingers over the wine red collared shirt. The fabric was soft and casual, but obviously 
expensive. The collar was open, without the top few buttons that Loki would usually close. He 
didn’t mind that so much as he was simply surprised to see red. He couldn’t remember the last time 
he’d worn red. 


There was a pair of black skinny jeans underneath that were much more Loki’s style. He wouldn’t 
want to give these back to Tony even if Tony wanted them. 


It was the leather boots that really got to Loki, though. 
They were perfect. 


They were a sleek black leather that was ankle height and with comfortable leather soles. They 
lacked the laces that Loki would usually choose on his own boots, but Loki loved them. 


He could forgive Tony for the weird shirt style choice. 


When Loki got dressed that evening, he pulled his hair back into a sleek, low bun at the base of his 
neck. He put contacts in, figuring that it may be easier to have them in a busy club. His glasses 
looked too scholarly with the outfit anyway. 


Loki put on a watch with a black leather strap that had been a gift from his mother. His forearms 
felt too bare without it because the shirt didn’t have sleeves past the elbow. They’d been sewn so 
that they were styled to always be rolled up. 


Tony texted him when he was looking himself over in the mirror. He’d arrived early, but Loki 
didn’t mind as he went to go out to the car. 


Tony’s heart stopped when Loki slid into the passenger seat. 


The shirt had been a good choice. The best choice. He could see Loki’s collarbone, and though 
that’d never been a thing for him before, it was now. Tony wanted to suck a mark onto the delicate 
skin there. 


He really should’ ve slept with that woman at the bar. This was a dry spell for him. 


And then Tony met Loki’s calm gaze and stared at him for a moment before he recognized what 
was different. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you without your glasses, Lokes.” 


Loki pulled on his seatbelt. “I figured if we were going to be on a busy dance floor, I’d be better off 
without them.” 


“That’s practical,” Tony said, shifting uncomfortably in his seat. 


He knew Loki was hot, he’d always known that, but seeing him in that sexy red shirt that didn’t 
hide his figure in the least, and the weird way it felt to see him without glasses, as if it was some 
sort of nakedness that Tony was privileged enough to see, wow. His pants were a little tight 
suddenly. 


He’d played himself. 
Tony focused on pulling out of Loki’s driveway. He needed to just think about the road. 


Shit. He really should’ ve slept with that woman and gotten it out of his system because he 
shouldn’t have been this flustered over Loki. 


“T’ve never gone to a club trying to get my photo taken before,” Loki said. “How does it work? 
They’ re not like paparazzi where they’re waiting to take your photo if they’re bloggers, right?” 


Loki wasn’t wearing nail polish again. That seemed like a nakedness too. 


He was obsessing over nail polish. What the hell. “Right,” Tony said, trying to think of depressing, 
buzzkill things and pay attention to the question. “It’s more like everyone there’ ll be taking photos, 
and some of the more influencer-y ones know me and will probably want to take photos to post of 
us on their feeds, or we’ll be in the background. It’s more casual publicity.” 


Loki nodded like it was an important lecture and he’d been taking notes. “It must be exhausting to 


have your company and your dad watching everything.” 


Tony hoped his face didn’t show his surprise. “Well,” he said, “I mean, our PR and social media 
team keep an eye on things. If my name pops up on the internet, they know about it.” He rubbed 
the back of his neck. “They only really started doing that after my sex tape leaked.” 


Loki set his hands in his lap, kneading his thumb into his palm. “That must’ve been awful,” he said 
quietly. 


“Well, yeah,” Tony said too quickly and awkwardly to sound normal. “I was young,” Tony said. 
“And I guess in my early twenties I didn’t think about how someone might—be recording.” Tony 
didn’t really like to think about it anymore. “I think she thought I was more famous than I was and 
it'd make her famous or something, and I guess maybe it did? I definitely got more fame out of it,” 
Tony said. It’d been miserable. “I could’ ve pressed criminal charges but our legal team thought it’d 
be hard to prove and win, and the damage was already done, so we just sort of let it go.” 


“T’m so sorry,” Loki said. It’d been a lot of drama at the time, and Tony mostly remembered being 
yelled at and shamed over it. It was disarming to hear Loki’s voice sound both hurt and 
sympathetic. 


“Don’t be,” Tony said. He didn’t want Loki to sound sad about anything. “I brought it up.” Tony 
accelerated as they merged onto the highway. “And anyway, it happened forever ago. Mostly now 
I find it’s a lot easier to act like it was some embarrassing mistake and be cheeky about it. People 
are less interested when you own it.” 


He shouldn’t have brought it up. It was putting a damper on the evening. 
At least his pants weren’t tight anymore. 
“Tt must be hard to trust people again,” Loki said distantly, like his thoughts were somewhere else. 


“Well now I just have the ’ll sue your ass off if you’re secretly recording along with the birth 
control convo all at once,” Tony said jokingly. “I’ve got it down to a science.” 


Loki didn’t have a clever retort. He was quiet, kneading his palm again. “So enough on that,” Tony 
said brightly. “What’ve you been up to? Has Elias been leaving you alone?” 


Loki grinned. “It is remarkable how very little Elias needs my assistance these days.” He relaxed 
against the seat, and it was only then that Tony realized he’d been tensed. “It is even more 
remarkable how much he needs Ritvik’s help all of a sudden. He’s one of the student workers. I’d 
feel for him, but it seems like he’s interested.” 


“Aww, well that’s a happy ending for Elias,” Tony said. 
“And me,” Loki answered with humor. 


Loki told Tony about what had been going on at the library and the campus the rest of the way, 
and Tony was more than content to hear every detail. 


Tony had not been kidding that the club would be crowded. Tony grabbed Loki’s hand and lead 
him through a sea of people. The air was heavy with cologne and sweat, a hazy fog of moisture in 
the air for the rotating lights on the ceiling to play off of as they changed color. The club had a 
tropical theme with an abundance of palm leaves in the design. 


Loki was grateful that Tony seemed to know his way around. They ordered drinks at the bar, and 
Loki held onto his frozen blue cocktail for dear life as Tony wound them back through the sea to a 
far corner. 


The group of people all seemed to know Tony. Loki made out half of what was said over the music 
until Tony wrapped an arm around Loki and proudly declared, “I wanted to introduce you to my 
boyfriend, Loki.” 


A girl with braids in her hair and a man with bleached roots both made expressions of disbelief, but 
the rest of the group just smiled and said their hellos. Loki took a sip of his drink. It was incredibly 
sweet, and he couldn’t decide if he liked the flowery umbrella in it or thought it was cheesy. 


Tony told an abbreviated version of how they met and Loki smiled along. Sure enough, they took 
photos with a few of the people. 


They stayed and chatted for a while before Tony waved goodbye and started them towards another 
group of people. It wasn’t really surprising to see how many people Tony knew, but it was 
impressive. Loki smiled along and leaned into Tony each time he was introduced as his boyfriend. 


Somewhere through the throng, Loki finished his drink and lost the glass on a ledge or a table. He 
was enjoying himself, spinning after Tony in the chaos of the dance floor. As Tony joked with a 
couple, Loki kept his arm around Tony after their introduction and leaned into his side. 


He had the mind not to put his nose in Tony’s hair the way he wanted to, but Tony’s weight against 
his was so incredibly pleasant. 


The couple ordered shots for them as a celebration. Tony took his, then Loki’s when he declined, 
laughing when Loki swayed with him instead of letting go. 


At some point they’d made their rounds and Tony was just with him on the dance floor. Loki was 
holding onto his hand like he’d be swept away if he let go. “Wanna dance?” Tony yelled over the 
music. 


“T don’t really know how.” 


Tony smiled. “Just put your hands like this,” he said, setting one of Loki’s hands on his hip and the 
other on his waist. Tony was more slender than Loki expected under his red blazer. The dip of his 
waist was easy to pick out. “And,” Tony said, holding him in return. “Just sway with me. Nothing 
fancy.” 


Tony made it sound easy, but he kept moving, so Loki had to keep up with him. He laughed, the 
sound drowned out by the music. 


He looked down to find Tony staring up at him with a soft, intense smile on his face. Loki didn’t 
know what to think of it. The songs changed. Loki knew a little of this one. He mouthed the words 
he knew, laughing again when Tony tried to spin him. 


When they got tired, they made their way to far wall. Tony got them water. Loki was out of breath. 
He leaned against the wall, finishing off his water and setting the empty bottle down. Tony stood 
in front of him but was turned to look out over the crowd. 


He waved back at a woman. She had bright pink hair and pale yellow earrings shaped like suns. 
“Mariah,” Tony said as she walked up to them. “It’s been a while.” 


“Tony!” She hugged him. “I heard you got yourself a boyfriend,” she said, eyes lighting up as she 


looked over at Loki. 


Loki held his hand up in a hello. “Let me take your photo,” Mariah said. “You know I’1I filter it 
better than anyone here.” 


Tony laughed before turning back to Loki. He was so close that Loki could’ve grabbed hold of his 
blazer. “Loki, this is Mariah. She’s easily the best influencer here. Definitely responsible for my 
best photos from this place.” 


“Oh, hush,” she said, waving her hand. “Flatterer.” 


They must’ve had a fling. They were really comfortable with each other. It pricked at Loki’s heart. 
He blinked. Tony wrapped an arm around his side, smiling, and Loki hurried to pose for the 
camera lens as well. 


“That’s very cute,” Mariah said. “But people like steamy things. How about a kiss?” 
Tony looked up at Loki. 

Loki swallowed. 

He...wanted to. He just wanted to know what it would feel like with Tony. 


He nodded and Tony smiled, letting go of his side and facing him instead. Loki leaned back against 
the wall, heart pounding as Tony’s hand set gently on his neck. Tony pressed up onto his tippy 
toes, and the room was so loud and bright and Tony’s hand was so warm and Loki had never 
noticed how many eyelashes Tony had before, and then Tony’s chest pressed against him as 
Tony’s lips met his. Loki’s eyes fell shut, his whole being sinking into the sensation. 


His head filled with that airy, cotton candy feeling from before. Distantly, he wondered if Tony 
could feel how hard his heart was pounding. 


Tony’s lips tasted like alcohol. It wasn’t his favorite taste, but he liked the way Tony’s fingertips 
felt as they pressed against his neck. Tony sighed as he pulled away. 


Loki’s skin was on fire. He brushed a hand against his hair, afraid he was sweating and suddenly 
immensely self-conscious of the camera he’d forgotten about. 


Tony quickly leaned off him, not making eye contact. 


He walked away to look at the photos with Mariah. Loki dropped more of his weight against the 
wall as he watched Mariah and Tony smile, Mariah texting the photos to Tony. 


Loki licked his lips. 


He hadn’t expected anything. It had been mundane, just a quick kiss on the lips, so why did it feel 
special? 


Loki stared up at the spinning club lights. 
“Lo?” Loki glanced down. Tony gave him a hesitant smile. ““Was that alright?” 
Tess” 


Loki brushed a hand over his forehead. It was too hot. 


“T texted you the photos,” Tony said. “She won’t post them until tomorrow, so if there are ones you 
don’t like, I can tell her and she won’t.” Loki started to reach for his phone, then decided he wasn’t 
ready to look just yet. 


“Tt’s really hot in here,” Loki said. 


Tony’s eyebrows jumped in surprise. “Yeah, you do look flushed,” he said. “Here, if we go 
upstairs, there’s a balcony that goes outside.” 


Tony lead him up a staircase. The cool air outside was a blessing. Loki closed his eyes for a 
moment, relishing the breeze against his face. 


They walked to stand at an empty section of the railing. There was one loud group of people 
laughing and talking at the far end, and several couples making out. Loki leaned against the railing, 
staring out at the city lights instead. 


Tony leaned against the railing beside him. 


Usually Tony filled the silence, but this time Tony just leaned against the railing looking out too, 
waiting. 


Loki pulled out his phone. 


There were three photos. One of him and Tony standing beside each other, posing. Loki felt heat 
crawl up his neck as he looked at the next two photos. They were practically the same, the only 
difference being how close they were to each other. They were both flushed as they kissed, Tony 
taking up most of the frame. 


It looked real. 
Loki glanced away, slipping his phone back in his pocket. ““They’re very believable,” he said. 


Tony let out a breath. “Yeah.” He turned towards Loki then and hopefully asked, “So they’re good 
to post?” 


“Yeah,” Loki said. “Of course.” 

Tony leaned with his back to the rail instead. “I guess it is really hot in there.” 

“T think I’m sweating through this shirt,” Loki said. 

Tony looked him up and down before shaking his head. “You look fine.” 

“T am sweating though,” Loki said, brushing a hand against his hairline. 

“Ok. Maybe a little,” Tony said. “But I am too. And we’re not sweaty in the photos.” 

“Bargain or not, I am not allowing there to be sweaty photos of me posted online,” Loki said. 
“But you'd let me have sweaty photos?” Tony pouted, putting a dramatic hand against his chest. 


Loki let out a breathy laugh. “Fine. Sweaty photos of us. I couldn’t allow our image to be 
tarnished.” 


“Thank you,” Tony said with bravado. Loki nodded like it was all beneath him to grant Tony’s 
wish. 


Tony set his elbows against the railing. “Do you want to go back in and get drinks?” The breeze 
blew through and down Loki’s shirt, tugging at the collar. Tony coughed. “Sorry,” he said. “I 
didn’t mean to drink as much as I did. We’re probably going to have to get a cab home.” 


“What about drinks back at my house?” Loki asked. He didn’t know where the boldness was 
coming from, but suddenly he was sure of himself. “I only had one and I’ve had time to sober up 
enough. I can drive us home, if you’re ok with me driving.” 


Tony stared at him. His eyes were wide, and Loki realized he’d overstepped. 
“Or we can get a cab,” Loki backtracked. He was an idiot. He was an absolute idiot. 


“You can drive,” Tony said. He leaned off the railing. “Let’s go.” 


Chapter End Notes 


Loki takes forever to text back in this chapter because he's walking around in circles, 
overthinking what to say. 


Chapter 8 


Tony followed Loki into his house, more than a little curious. The foyer featured a staircase front 
and center, with a living room off immediately to the right under an arched doorway. A deep green 
botanical wallpaper was hung beside dark brown wood floors. “I suppose you would like the tour,” 
Loki said, taking off his boots. 


Tony followed suit, setting his shoes beside several pairs of Loki’s on a metal shelf. “Yeah,” Tony 
admitted. “Is this all original to the house?” 


“The wallpaper is new, but most of the structure and the floors are original,” Loki said. “Follow 
me.” He swept his arm out a bit awkwardly, smiling. 


The living room had two large couches and a nicely sized television screen. There were a couple 
video game consoles. “I didn’t realize you were a gamer,” Tony said. 


“T’m not exactly,” Loki said. “I play sometimes, mostly with Thor.” 


Tony knew he was gawking at the room, but he couldn’t help it. This room had a dark wallpaper 
too, and a few bookshelves. There were books scattered throughout, but what really caught Tony’s 
attention was the stray socks and clutter. “Is it not what you expected?” Loki guessed. 


“T don’t know why I thought you’d be really type A and have everything super organized,” Tony 
remarked. 


“T didn’t know I’d have someone visiting,” Loki said, both flustered and reprimanding. 


“Tt’s not bad. It’s just, aren’t you supposed to protect the spines of books or something when you 
open them?” 


Loki raised an eyebrow. “What does that have to do with anything?” 


Tony rubbed his goatee. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “Anyway, what’s the rest of the house look 
like?” 


Loki led him to a nicely sized kitchen, passed by a bathroom and a laundry room, and showed 
Tony a rather empty office. The stairs creaked as they went upstairs. Loki opened the closest door. 


“This is a reading room,” he said. That was expected. There were more bookshelves, some 
antiques, a set of large arm chairs, and a cluttered desk. “A spare bedroom,” Loki said, opening the 
door to a room that was nothing but a few boxes, “the bathroom, the other spare bedroom, and then 
my bedroom.” 


His bedroom door was cracked, but it was dark inside. Loki didn’t open the door to show him. 
“What’s it look like?” Tony asked, miraculously resisting the urge to push past Loki and look. 


“Tt’s a mess,” Loki said, pulling the door shut. “I have some bottles of wine and some vodka down 
in the kitchen. What would you prefer?” He raised a closed hand to his chest, about to take a step, 
eyes expectantly on Tony. 


Tony glanced obstinately at the bedroom door before following Loki’s very obvious direction 
downstairs. “Vodka or wine, huh?” 


“The vodka’s probably a bit older,” Loki said, the stairs groaning as he started down. “I don’t 
remember the last time I drank it. But I’ve got several types of wine. Do you like white or red?” 


“T’ll take cabernet sauvignon if you’ve got it.” 


He followed Loki back into the kitchen where Loki gracefully lifted a pair of wine glasses from the 
top shelf of a cabinet. He looked so handsome in his slim fitting red shirt. It really had been a 
wonderful choice. “Preference?” Loki asked, setting two wine bottles in front of Tony. 


One had a cork stopper while the other was unopened. They are both cabernet sauvignons. Neither 
was more than twenty bucks, and Tony found himself wondering again why he’d assumed that 
Loki would be a wine snob. 


As it turned out, he was kind of the wine snob between them. Tony had a whole cellar's worth. 
“Dealers choice,” Tony decided. 


Loki uncorked the new bottle. Tony was staring at Loki’s bare forearms as they flexed to open the 
bottle. He knew he was. Tony swallowed, studying the mismatched magnets on the fridge and 
running through math problems in his head instead. 


Tony took a long sip when Loki gave him a glass. Loki glanced down at his own for a moment, 
spinning the liquid. Tony couldn’t decide if he looked happy or indecisive. 


Tony’s heart drummed a little faster. 
Loki had invited him back to his place. 
“Do you play video games?” Loki asked. 


“Yeah,” Tony said, taking another sip. “Mostly with the guys sometimes. Steve and Bucky 
especially.” 


“Do you want to play something?” 


Tony swallowed. He couldn’t exactly read Loki now, but he hoped it was the start of a larger 
invitation. 


“Yeah. What’ve you got?” 


Loki led him to the living room. “Pick something out,” he said, gesturing to a stack of games. “I’m 
just going to go take my contacts out.” 


Loki set his wine down on the cabinet the game consoles were on. Tony watched him go, paying 
far too much attention to the way Loki’s hips moved as he walked. Clearing his throat, Tony 
turned back to consoles. 


He got the game started, choosing a simple battle royale style game. There were records for both 
Loki and Thor saved on the game. From their characters’ stats, it was clear they’d played often. 


When Loki came back, his glasses were on and his hair had been pulled into a sloppy ponytail. He 
grabbed his wine and sat on the couch that was closer to the TV, away from the one Tony was on. 
“You’ve already got your character made,” Loki remarked. 


“Yeah. I’ve played this a few times,” Tony said. 


“Good.” 


There was a hint of a challenge in Loki’s voice. A thrill of wonder swept through Tony hearing it. 
He’d never heard it before. 


Loki proceeded to sweep the floor with him in the first round. “Shouldn’t you go easy on the 
guest?” Tony asked. 


“Nope,” Loki said, proudly sipping from his wine glass. 


Tony really had to focus on the next round. He was closer, but he still lost. Loki’s laugh when 
Tony complained at being so close was thrilling too. He really had a nice laugh when he let loose. 
“Who would’ ve known that video games bring out your competitive streak,” Tony said. 


“It was an easy way to get back at Thor as a kid,” Loki said. “He couldn’t exactly whine to my 
mother and get me in trouble if I beat him in a video game.” 


“But you still play these days,” Tony said. 
Loki grinned. “We like battling each other like this.” 


It was obviously some sort of sibling rivalry thing, but Tony liked the way that Loki gloated when 
he won. As much as Tony wanted to beat him, it was fun to see how incredibly good Loki was at 
it. “Do you want a refill?” Loki asked, getting up. 


“Sure,” Tony said, handing his empty glass over. 


Tony glanced around Loki’s living room. He liked the house, even though it wasn’t his usual style. 
It felt very lived in and homey, although it was a bit empty in parts. Tony took off his blazer, 
dropping it over the back of the couch. 


His thoughts drifted back to the club. Loki had practically melted into him. His lips had been 
unexpectedly soft. He’d stared back at Tony with gentle, almost amazed eyes and it had been all 
Tony could do not to pin him against the wall and have him right then. He’d practically bolted after 
the kiss because he didn’t want Loki to feel him getting hard and make it awkward. 


Tony couldn’t remember the last time he’d been turned on by something as simple as a kiss. It had 
been years. 


And now he was in Loki’s house. 


Tony ran a hand through his hair and told himself that Loki was taking the lead and he would 
follow. It was nice to let someone else lead for once. 


Loki returned with wine, sitting on the end of the other couch that was closest to Tony this time. If 
Tony wanted to, he could’ve reached out to him. Tony accepted the wine glass. Loki started up the 
game, and Tony found himself wanting to win again. 


It was difficult. Loki did not let him win. 


And somewhere halfway between Loki’s second glass, it started to become evident that he was a 
happy drunk. “Use your sword,” Loki laughed. “Tony, please. Try!” 


“T am trying!” Tony furiously jammed buttons, but he couldn’t catch up to Loki. “Quit using 
missiles. It’s not fair.” 


“Would you like me to stab you?” 


“You’ve done that twice already,” Tony answered. 


“Fine,” Loki sighed dramatically, falling back against the couch cushions. He hadn’t lost his lead. 
Tony’d never seen him so relaxed. There was a messy, happy smile on his face and a softness that 
was new. He still wasn’t making it easier to win, though. He was flipping his avatar’s daggers like 
he didn’t have a care in the world while Tony tried to land a hit. “I’m going to win again,” Loki 
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“No you’re not,” Tony muttered, desperately trying. Loki knocked him out of the ring thirty 
seconds later. “Seriously,” Tony said, dropping his controller. 


“Seriously,” Loki laughed, leaning towards him and smiling. 


His eyes are mischievous and bright, with a smile like the cat that got the cream. He tilted his head 
slightly, curiously watching Tony, and Tony’s heart began to pound. Loki was so close that Tony 
could feel his breath drift against his skin, warm and wine soaked. 


“Oh!” Loki said, rushing to get up. He caught himself on the arm of the couch, almost tumbling 
over. “I have something that you’ll like.” He padded into the kitchen on heavy steps. 


The sound of cabinet doors opening and dishes being set on the counter echoed into the room. Loki 
returned with a giant bowl of chocolate drizzled popcorn. “Here!” He exclaimed, setting it on the 
coffee table. “It’s dark chocolate.” 


Loki watched him with gleeful eyes, like he’d just brought Tony the eighth wonder of the world as 
a gift. 


Then he flopped down on the couch, laying down with his head propped up on a throw pillow and 
a controller in hand. “You ready to lose another round, Tony?” 


It occurred to Tony that Loki was not building up to some grand moment or being coy. They really 
were just hanging out together. Tony’s chest turned warm and syrupy as he realized. It veered on 
painful. “Loki,” Tony said. 


Loki turned to stare at him, his hair falling halfway out of the ponytail now, one of his glasses lens 
smudged. “You’re a good egg,” Tony said. 


Loki’s brows furrowed. He reached for his wine. 
Tony wasn’t sure how no one had snatched Loki up before. 


As Loki sighed, setting his wine down and then tossing a look back at Tony that playfully said 
he’d better get ready to lose again, Tony realized he wanted to be the one that snatched Loki up. 
For real, instead of pretend. 


And for someone that had never desired to be with someone for more than a night or two before, 
Tony wasn’t sure what to make of himself. As he picked his controller back up, he wasn’t sure that 
he believed himself. 


“Pay attention,” Loki laughed, easily knocking Tony’s character out. 


“T will win a round,” Tony promised, enjoying the sound of that laugh again. 


Chapter 9 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Loki sat in front of his computer, one hand against his face with his elbow propped up on the desk 
as he scrolled through pages of gossip blogs. 


That day in the coffee shop, Tony had made it seem like the press was ravenous to take a bite of 
him, but Loki was starting to think that was more Tony’s opinion than fact. 


He had been able to find information about Tony online before they’d talked through their 
arrangement, but it was his job to find info. He could do it as mindlessly as breathing. 


It was true that the paparazzi recognized Tony and would take his photo, but most of the stories 
about Tony started out as Howard Stark’s son, future CEO of Stark Industries. His father cast a 
long shadow. In fact, the only time a story seemed to center more around Tony than his dad’s 
business was when Tony had been spotted in a relationship with another celebrity. 


Loki scrolled down yet another blog, finding no mention of either of them. He hadn’t really 
expected to. The photo of their kiss hadn’t garnered as much of a reaction as he’d expected. It had, 
however, let him find out that a complete stranger thought his hair was greasy. It wasn’t pleasant to 
read, but it wasn’t the worst. In any event, there were just forty-three likes and ten otherwise bland 
comments on the photo. 


Tony had never really complained about the spotlight being on him, but Loki thought it must be 
lonely. Tony seemed to feel he was under a bigger microscope than he perhaps was, but with his 
father’s company monitoring his online presence and that awful sex tape, it was completely 
understandable. 


Loki hoped that their fake relationship was giving Tony something that he needed. He hoped that it 
made things easier for him. 


He understood that Tony cared more about sex than relationships. He wouldn’t fault Tony for that. 
Though, he did find himself thinking that if Tony wanted it, someone would be lucky to have him 
in their life. 


Tony was generous, surprisingly caring, and clever. He’d charmed Loki’s mother again at tea the 
other day. When they’d fallen asleep on Loki’s couches and woken up hungover, Tony had joked 
in the morning that he was doing the walk of shame as he got back into his car in his rumpled suit 
from the night before. Loki had felt a little wistful as he’d watched Tony walk down the driveway 
to his car. For a moment, it’d looked like they were the real deal. 


He’d never expected to enjoy playing the part so much. His family loved Tony. Tony was so kind 
that Loki found himself wishing things were real before he realized he was overstepping a line. He 
didn’t want Tony to ever feel like Loki was latching onto him the same way Tony had feared some 
random heiress would. 


Tony was independent, like him. Loki understood. 


He sighed, standing up from his computer. He’d started looking for Tony online more than he 
should. It was just that he...well, he was just curious how Tony was doing, that was all. Not that 
there had been anything to find, but he found himself looking anyway. It wasn’t like Tony had an 


active social media to read instead. Loki wandered into his kitchen to make a cup of tea. The cork 
from the wine he and Tony had shared was still sitting on his counter. He hadn’t had the heart to 
throw it away. 


Loki’s phone began to ring. Loki drew it from his pocket, smiling as he saw Tony’s name. He’d set 
one of the photos of them as the background on his phone, telling himself that he was just being in 
character. “Hello, Tony.” 


“Hey Lokes! Clint and Natasha are having people over to their house for a barbecue tonight, and I 
thought since Clint hasn’t seen us as a couple yet, it’d be great if you could come? I know it’s last 
minute, but if you could...?” 


Loki cradled the phone against his ear as he filled his electric kettle with water. “I can come.” 
“Great!” 
Loki smiled to himself, setting the kettle down. “Should I bring anything?” 


“Maybe some chips if you want, but they’re really not expecting it.” Loki would need to make a 
trip to the store, then. “Also, while ’ve got you on the phone, uh, your mom called me to make 
sure I was free the Sunday before your birthday. She wants to take the family out to your favorite 
restaurant.” 


“T’ve been expecting that,” Loki said. “She must be excited. It’s still not for a while.” 


“Yeah. And she gave me suggestions for like three different restaurants I could take you to as well 
when it’s just us. We can go anywhere you want, but I wanted to see if you’d like to go out on your 
actual birthday? I know some great places.” 


“Td really like that,” Loki said warmly. “But Tony, I don’t want to impose if you have other things 
to do...” 


“T don’t! And anyway, we’re friends, right? Let’s go out for your birthday. It'd be weird if I didn’t 
take my fake boyfriend out for his birthday.” 


They always could’ ve lied. No one would check. Loki thought it was extra sweet that Tony was so 
dedicated. “Okay,” Loki gently agreed, telling himself he shouldn’t feel as excited as he did. 


“Cool.” 


Loki brushed his hair back behind his ear. “Tony, you don’t have to get me a present or anything. I 
don’t want you to feel like you have to—* 


“__T want to,” Tony interrupted. “And I’m paying for the date too, so don’t argue with me.” 


Loki smiled to himself. “In that case, I think I want to go to the most expensive restaurant in the 
city.” 


“Deal,” Tony instantly agreed. 


Loki chuckled. “You’re spoiling me. I don’t know how [’Il be able to tolerate a librarian’s salary 
after all of this.” 


Tony was quiet for a beat. “And here I thought you were secretly a millionaire with your good 
investments.” 


Loki laughed just as the kettle whistled. “I got lucky once,” Loki said. “And I spent it on a house.” 
Steam billowed towards him as he filled a mug. “Did I ever tell you I was going to restore it to its 
original design, once?” 


“No,” Tony said, like it was some scandalous reveal. “Why didn’t you?” 


Loki set a teabag in the water, curling the string around the handle of the mug. “Well, I don’t 
particularly care for old houses that look vintage on the outside but completely gutted to be modern 
on the inside. I loved the idea of everything being restored, but when it got down to how much 
effort that would take and how I hated the wallpaper of the era anyway, I decided that my own 
touch was fine.” 


Tony laughed a little. “You sound like me restoring an old car.” Loki leaned back against the 
counter, mug in hand. “If I can get away with improving the engine or putting in better seats, ’m 
going to do it. It'll still look mostly the same, but better.” 


They started talking about restoring cars and old houses. Loki’s tea had gone cold by the time 
Tony excused himself, saying he was getting dirty looks and had to get back to work. 


Loki set his phone on the counter. He stared down at his mug. 


Tony had said they were friends. Loki hoped Tony wouldn’t go anywhere when the wedding was 
over, even if they were no longer pretending to date. 


Chapter End Notes 


Loki is right at home at a river in Egypt. 


Chapter 10 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Loki had brought two bags of chips and a case of beer to the barbecue, even though he didn’t have 
to. He was endearingly polite and courteous. Tony liked that about him, even though it left him 
wondering what Loki actually thought behind the polite charm sometimes. 


Loki was also wearing a cotton t-shirt for once, so Tony’s brain was kind of short circuiting. It was 
white, with a coffee shop’s logo printed on the chest. Loki seemed a little lost whenever Thor or 
Tony weren’t standing beside him. Tony liked to think it was a good excuse to wrap his arm 
around Loki’s waist like a doting boyfriend. 


Loki leaned into him, taking a sip of his beer. The cotton fabric was so soft and thin that Tony had 
to restrain himself from running his fingers over it to feel the curve of Loki’s waist. “Their house is 
really lovely,” Loki said. 


“It is newly remodeled and super modern though,” Tony quietly teased. 
Loki smirked. “It’s still lovely.” 


The fenced in backyard was nicely sized, with a couple of large trees swaying in the wind above 
them. Lucky, their dog, had been taking sticks from the yard and bringing them to anyone that 
would throw. 


“Tony, I know you like cheese on your burger,” Clint called over to them from the grill. “What 
about you, Loki?” 


“That would be nice, thank you,” Loki answered. 


Natasha walked by them with a set of lawn chairs, her two-year-old daughter chasing after her. 
Steve had offered to help set the chairs up and was putting them into a large circle around an unlit 
fire pit. 


Tony knew they’d all be sitting down soon, but he liked the excuse to hold Loki for just a bit 
longer. They’d ended up standing apart from everyone in their own little world. “This must be a 
nice place to have bonfires when it gets really cold,” Loki said. 


“They usually host Halloween,” Tony said. “I haven’t been the last couple years, but in the past 
they always had s’mores and beers going back here.” 


Loki took another sip of his beer. “I love Halloween.” 
“Do you answer the door for trick or treaters?” 


“Of course,” Loki said. “I buy a ton of candy for them. Usually we get thirty or forty kids in my 
neighborhood.” He glanced over at Tony. “Do you get any at your condo?” 


Tony shook his head. “I don’t think that any of the people there have kids that age. I don’t really 
know my neighbors.” 


“Who lives on your floor?” Loki asked. 


“Just me.” It was weird to realize that Loki hadn’t been inside yet. Tony had always gone down to 
meet him. “It’s one unit per floor and the elevators are coded to your badge so that you can only get 
to your floor. You don’t share a ride with anyone. It queues up an elevator for you from the lobby. 
I'll have to show you sometime.” 


“T guess I’ve never realized that,” Loki said, nervously glancing over to where their friends were 
standing. Tony caught on instantly. 


“Probably because your eyes were on me the whole time,” he gloated. 
“T just couldn’t keep my hands off you,” Loki said dryly before sipping his beer. 


Tony couldn’t decide whether he wanted to laugh or double over at how much he wanted that. 
Fortunately, he was spared as Clint called for everyone to get their plates and come grab their 
finished burgers. 


Contentment settled in Tony like a purring cat as he ate, Loki to his side and his friends 
surrounding him. Loki was quiet, but his occasional comments were slyly clever and Tony didn’t 
think these gatherings would feel the same again if Loki left. 


Tony had been thinking about it, but he kept getting stuck on one idea. 


It was so easy to talk with Natasha about sex that he hoped he’d have similar luck with talking 
about a relationship. Sex was part of it, anyway. 


When they’d mostly finished eating, Natasha gathered up their plates. Tony offered to help her 
carry things inside. Loki was busy talking to Thor about a television show. 


Tony followed Natasha into the kitchen with a stack of plates and cups. He set them in the sink. 
“Do you think I should bring out dessert now or wait?” Natasha asked. “We’ve got a strawberry 
shortcake.” 


“If you want to cut it up now, I can help you carry plates out,” Tony offered. 
Tony leaned against the counter as Natasha opened the fridge. “Hey, Nat.” 


She turned around with an eyebrow raised at the earnest tone in his voice. Natasha set the cake on 
the counter, waiting. 


“T wanted to ask you for some relationship advice, if that’s cool.” 
Natasha nodded. “I can’t guarantee I'll have the best advice, but go for it, Stark.” 


Tony smiled at that. He tapped his fingers against the countertop. It was so much harder to say it 
than think about asking it. He took a breath. “I—can’t get Loki out of my head. It’s like my brain is 
stuck on him all day.” It had only gotten worse since the night he’d spent on Loki’s couch. “It’s 
weirding me out,” he admitted. 


Natasha was smirking to one side, but her eyes were trained on him in a way that didn’t make him 
feel judged. “That’s kind of normal when you fall in love with someone,” she said with a slight 
shrug. 


“Ts that how you knew what you had with Clint was it for you?” Tony asked. 


Natasha shook her head, frowning at the ceiling. “No.” She set her hands on the counter, her focus 


on him rather than the cake. “With Clint it was like, he was attractive, but I didn’t start to think 
about him all the time until after he’d come through for me a few times. I think knowing that I 
could depend on him is how I fell in love with him, honestly.” 


She brushed a hand over her braid. “And then when I realized that every day I was hoping to see 
him and didn’t want that to change—well, that’s how I knew too.” 


It sort of helped, but not entirely. There was so much that he couldn’t tell Natasha. He didn’t even 
know what Loki’s preferences were. He could be pining after someone that didn’t like men at all. 
He was afraid to ask Loki and be disappointed. He poked at the lever on the paper towel stand. 


“You didn’t feel anything when you started dating Loki?” Natasha guessed. 


Tony grimaced. “Not exactly,” he said. “Definitely not like I do now.” He needed to be honest with 
her to get advice, but he didn’t want to tarnish the story he and Loki were telling. 


“Why’d you say yes to dating him?” Natasha asked. It could’ ve come off judgmental or 
thoughtless with someone else, but with Natasha it sounded thoughtful. 


“T liked him,” Tony said. On some level it was true. He hadn’t ever disliked Loki. He’d just never 
paid him much attention in the few times he’d been in Loki’s vicinity. “But it’s like—” He’d been 
driving himself up a wall worrying about it when he didn’t even know if he had a shot with Loki in 
the first place. “What if with sex and everything, it wears off? Like, what if one day it’s like the sex 
gets boring and that feeling just goes away?” 


It was close enough to the truth. All Tony could think about was if this feeling only existed 
because he hadn’t slept with Loki yet, and would pop like a soap bubble the moment he did. 


“T mean, if it’s just about novel sex, it probably will. There’s only so much you can try before you 
sort of know what to expect with a person. It won’t all stay new.” She pursed her lips. “But if you 
mean the falling in love part, that changes too.” 


“Somedays, I hate Clint,” Natasha said. “We get in a fight, or neither of us have slept more than an 
hour because Alina’s been sick so we get mad at each other for stupid shit, or whatever.” She 
opened a drawer and set a stack of napkins on the counter. “But then we calm down, or we say 
sorry, or we get some sleep and we talk about what happened and we work it out. I still love Clint, 
even if every day isn’t like the beginning, when I was falling in love with him. It’s just different. 
We’ ve been through more together.” 


Tony nodded, processing it. His parents had always been rather cold towards one another, like their 
marriage was a business transaction they’d regretted committing to behind closed doors. Clint and 
Natasha were the happiest marriage he knew. 


“Have you and Loki had your first fight yet?” Natasha asked. 
Tony shook his head. 
“That’s impressive,” Natasha said with some humor. “Who knew you could be so agreeable?” 


Tony smiled. “I have my moments,” he said. The amusement faded. “I’m just worried I’m going to 
let Loki down somehow,” he admitted. “I’ve never felt like this about anyone or wanted to keep 
anything going before, and I keep thinking about what’s going to happen if I just—lose interest in 
him one day.” 


When Tony looked back at her, Natasha was smiling at him with warm, bright eyes. It was an 


expression she wore more around Alina than anyone else. “You’re worrying about something that 
may not happen,” she said. “Enjoy the time you have right now. If it changes, it changes and you 
can work through it then.” She leaned in closer. “Loki’s lucky to have found someone that worries 
about his happiness like you.” 


“T don’t know about that,” Tony said sheepishly as Natasha chuckled. 


She went to grab a stack of plates. “Just enjoy the honeymoon,” Natasha said. “You'll be arguing 
about who drives better and who checked out a stranger’s butt soon enough.” 


Tony watched as she cut the cake into neat slices. “Thanks, Nat. That helped.” 
“T have my moments too,” she said proudly. 
Tony laughed. “Here, I can take the first four out,” he offered. 


Natasha helped him balance all of the plates before opening the door for him. “Watch out for 
Lucky,” she said. Tony nodded. 


Loki was standing a few yards away, looking gorgeous in the dappled sunlight beneath the trees. 
Loki caught his eye and smiled back at him from across the patio. As a happy contentment sank 
into his chest at that, Tony decided to focus on enjoying this day with Loki just as it was. 


Chapter End Notes 


Nothing strange about looking for real relationship advice for your 'fake' relationship ;) 


Chapter 11 


Tony had invited Loki over to see his place, saying it felt too weird that he hadn’t been, and that 
they could hang out and watch a movie. Tony had gotten a carry out order of Thai on the way to 
pick him up, and on the car ride they’d agreed it’d be nice to have dessert and had decided to swing 
by the grocery store on the way back. 


Tony was in high spirits. Loki was too. It just felt like it was going to be a good night. 


They’d decided on getting a cake and were walking towards the bakery section when Tony 
suddenly grabbed Loki’s arm and pulled him off towards an aisle. With wide eyes, Tony smoothed 
a hand over his t-shirt where his tie would’ ve been. 


“What?” Loki prompted. 


Tony grimaced. “My mother is here.” He looked back over his shoulder. “I’ve never run into her 
here before. I don’t know why she’s here.” 


Loki’s shoulders dropped as he studied Tony. “Maybe she’s picking up a bottle of wine or 
something.” Tony glanced back at him. “Isn’t it a good thing?” Loki asked. “Doesn’t running into 
us coincidentally make this more convincing?” 


Tony was like a spooked deer in headlights, ready to dart the moment he came back to his senses. 
It didn’t make sense. 


Forcing a smile, Tony said, “My mother is kind of like Meryl Strep in The Devil Wears Prada, and 
we’re not dressed for a first impression.” 


It had to be exhausting to worry about image all the time. Loki had only had a taste of it, and he 
found it exhausting. “Maybe being casual is better,” Loki suggested. “It feels as spontaneous as it 
is.” 


Tony pursed his lips, thinking it over as he stared into Loki’s eyes. Tony took a breath in, then 
hesitated. It was painful to witness how hard he tried living up to his parents’ expectations. 


Not that Loki was one who could talk on that either. 


Without thinking about it, Loki reached out and grabbed Tony’s hand. It was warm, like a small 
star burning in his palm. “Let’s go say hello,” Loki said. 


“Yeah,” Tony said after a moment, nodding quickly. “You're right. Let’s go.” 


Loki wasn’t sure who they were looking for. He wandered with Tony towards the cakes, holding 
his hand and watching him from the corner of his eye as he navigated around display stands. He 
followed where Tony’s gaze was trained until he saw a woman with blonde hair pulled back in a 
bun and a pearl necklace over a skirt suit. 


She was only a few feet away. Loki stopped at the bakery case with the cakes. “Tony, why don’t 
you pick something out?” 


Tony glanced at his mom and then back at the case. It seemed to help for him to have it to focus 
on. “You like chocolate, don’t you, Lo?” 


“T do.” 


“Let’s do that then,” Tony said. Loki let go of his hand so that Tony could pick up the cake at the 
same moment that Tony’s mother recognized his voice. 


She was quiet for a moment, her thoughts a mystery to Loki as she watched them. “Tony?” 
“Mom,” Tony said, leaning up from grabbing a chocolate cake with a drizzled icing. 
She smiled. “It’s good to see you.” 


“Yeah,” Tony said. If Loki hadn’t seen Tony a couple minutes ago, he wouldn’t have known how 
anxious he’d been. “You too.” He smiled. “I don’t think you’ve met my boyfriend yet. This is 
Loki.” 


“Nice to meet you, Loki.” 


Loki extended his hand. “Pleased to meet you Mrs. Stark,” he said, firmly shaking her hand. Her 
bracelets made a gentle tinkering sound. “You’ve raised a wonderful son.” 


Her eyes sparked at that. “I’m fond of him,” she said warmly, her stare drifting back towards Tony. 
“T’ll let you two get back to your evening. I’m on my way to dinner at the Stane’s house.” 


“They’re not married yet, Mom,” Tony said, teasing. 


“His fiancé already lives there,” she answered. There was a kick of judgment in the statement that 
caught Loki by surprise. She turned back towards him. “It was nice meeting you, Loki. You two 
have a good evening.” 


They said goodbye and she turned and left. Tony immediately started walking towards the check 
out. Loki had to pick up his steps to catch up with Tony, for once. “Did that not go well?” He 
asked, his voice barely above a whisper. 


“Tt went fine,” Tony said. He smiled at Loki. It was too sharp. “That’s the best we could’ ve ever 
gotten out of her, so I’m taking it as a win. Let’s go.” 


Loki didn’t say anything as Tony rushed through the self-checkout prompts. He ran his tongue over 
his teeth, replaying the scene in his head. It still didn’t make sense. “You don’t seem very happy.” 


Tony bagged the cake, his hand tensing around the plastic handles. “I'll tell you in the car.” 


That was fair. They walked back out to the parking lot, the crickets chirping in the night. Tony’s 
car door slammed as he got in. They sat in silence for a moment. “I’m just annoyed,” Tony 
confessed as he started up the car. “She didn’t say it, but I could see it in her face that she thinks 
it’s just a fling.” 

Loki pressed his lips together. “I thought your dad was putting pressure on you to have a 


relationship,” he said slowly, testing the waters. 


“He is,” Tony said. “He’s a hell of a lot more direct about it. My mom’s never explicitly 
complained about it to me. She’s more of the backhanded remarks kind of style, but I hear what she 
says about everyone else. She doesn’t respect sleeping around, which is a riot, because she married 
my dad.” 


Loki knew his face showed the surprise he felt and he hurried to look out the window so that Tony 


wouldn’t see. 


“She never acknowledged what happened with my sex tape or anything like that. She doesn’t want 
to know about who I’m screwing, but I didn’t expect to feel pissed off tonight. Sorry.” 


“You don’t have anything to apologize for,” Loki said simply. 


“T am so ready to lay on the couch and binge on the takeout food that’s stinking up my car,” Tony 
said. 


Loki was relieved to hear genuine humor creep back into Tony’s voice. “I’m excited to go inside 
your condo that I’ve apparently been in many times before.” 


Tony chuckled. “Yeah, this time you don’t have to ring the doorbell and stand in front of the 
security camera while I come downstairs.” 


The drive back was easier after that, their moods getting progressively better until they arrived at 
Tony’s condo. Sure enough, his card let them in and queued up a private elevator to take them to 
his floor. “This is very nice,” Loki said. 


“Wait until you see the view,” Tony answered. 


Sure enough, they walked out to a breathtaking view of the city skyline through a wall of windows. 
A pang of longing struck Loki’s chest. He wasn’t sure if it was for the city, or what. Tony took the 
carryout bag from his hands. “Make yourself at home on the couch,” he said. “I’m going to get 
plates and stuff from the kitchen.” 


“Are you sure you don’t want help?” 


“Yes,” Tony said, smiling. He looked as bright and happy as he had when he’d picked Loki up. 
Reassured by that, Loki walked through the spacious living room to find a spot on the oversized 
sectional. 


As Loki sat down on the cushion, something poked his thigh. 


Loki saw nothing. He ran his fingers over the soft fabric to the seam of the couch and the cushion 
until he felt the harsh edge again. 


Loki pulled a studded flower earring out. 


Disappointment sank into Loki’s gut as he stared at the earring in his palm. It caught the light, 
delicate and beautiful. 


Loki didn’t fault Tony for seeing other people while they were fake dating. Of course he was. It 
would be absurd not to. 


Loki wasn’t upset about that. He was just disappointed as he tilted his hand, watching the earring 
roll across his palm. On some level, he realized he was jealous of Tony. 


Reaching over, Loki set the earring on a side table. Then he let himself sink into the couch, setting 
his hands in his lap. 


He ran his fingers over his palm. He hadn’t hesitated to grab Tony’s hand in the store. His 
confidence and his comfort with it surprised him. 


Taking a breath, Loki made himself look out over the gorgeous city skyline instead. 


He was very lucky to have Tony as his friend. He was coming out with far more than he’d 
expected going into this arrangement. 


He didn’t have the right to ask for more. 


“T got this tray as a gift, but it really comes in handy,” Tony said, walking in. The tray was piled 
high with takeout containers, plates, carbonated waters, and their cake. 


“Are you sure you don’t want help? That looks heavy,” Loki said, standing up. 
“Sit back down,” Tony said, smiling. “I’ve got this.” 


He sat down right next to Loki, setting the tray on the coffee table in front of them. He reached for 
the remote. “Eat as much as you want. There’s no way I’1l finish this by myself this week.” 


“T’ve never had anything from this restaurant before,” Loki said, starting to put his plate together. 
“Tt’s a good excuse to try a little of everything.” Truthfully, it looked like Tony had gone overboard 
on the order. It was way more than enough for both of them. 


“Tt’s all good,” Tony said, starting up the movie. 


They talked as they watched the movie and ate. It was perfectly comfortable, and as usual, Loki 
found himself laughing and joking with Tony. Tonight though, there was a dull ache behind it. 
When the movie ended, Tony asked if he’d like some wine and to watch TV. 


“T have a meeting in the morning,” Loki lied. “I really should probably head home.” 


Tony’s eyebrows raised. “Oh,” he said. He scratched at his goatee. “I didn’t realize you had 
something.” 


“Tt’s a faculty meeting at the library.” 
“Okay,” Tony said, smiling a little. “I guess I should get you home.” Loki smiled back, grateful. 


They were quieter on the ride back. Tony mostly talked, telling Loki about a movie he’d gone to 
see with Bruce. 


When they parked outside Loki’s house and Loki went to grab the car door handle, Tony cleared 
his throat. Loki looked back, his hand set on the handle. “Promise me you’ll come clubbing with 
me next weekend? If you want? I think it’d be good to get a little buzz again since my mom ran 
into us. It'll help.” 


Loki didn’t really believe that. He believed that Tony believed it. He smiled to the side. “Will you 
send me another suit?” 


“If you want,” Tony said. “Or we can go to one of the more casual ones? I can send you something 
for that too.” 


“Casual would be nice,” Loki said, their kiss flitting through his mind. It’d lingered in his thoughts 
for weeks afterward. 


“Cool,” Tony said, smiling brighter than before. 
Loki smiled back, getting out of the car. He paused before shutting the door. “Good night, Tony.” 


“See you next weekend, Loki.” 


“See you next weekend,” Loki agreed, unsure of the longing that pooled in his chest as he shut the 
car door and walked up his front porch steps. 


Chapter 12 


Chapter Notes 


So to be up front since there have been so many bright chapters before this, angst and 
hurt does come strongly storming in on this chapter. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Loki put the evening at Tony’s out of his mind during the week. He kept reminding himself that 
the bubbling melancholy wasn’t justified. Sometimes his mind would wander, trying to reason 
through it before he caught himself and firmly put those thoughts away. 


On Wednesday, the packages from Tony arrived. Loki left them unopened beside the door, 
congratulating himself on ignoring them as if he wasn’t bothered by anything. 


When Friday rolled around and it was time to open the boxes, Loki stood in front of them. 
He ran a hand through his hair. 

Taking a long, deep breath, Loki lifted up the boxes and brought them into his living room. 
He sat down on the floor. 

Loki peeled back the packing tape, the sound abrasive, before popping open each box. 


The first was an olive green shirt made of the same silky material as the red one Tony had given 
him. This one was shortsleeved. Loki frowned at that, pulling out a pair of soft black jeans next. 
There was a pair of gold and black sneakers below that. Ordinarily, Loki would’ ve been impressed 
by their design. 


Instead he stared at the pile of clothes, realizing why this felt different than all the times before. 
Why for once, he hadn’t opened the boxes like Christmas presents. 


He’d been thinking about why Tony didn’t want to be seen with him at the grocery store, and he’d 
been thinking about how Tony had helped him dress to the nines for paparazzi photos. 


The piles of clothes felt like they were meant to hide that he wasn’t good enough. 
It wasn’t like it was the first time in Loki’s life he’d felt that way, but it stung. 


He could understand why Tony would want to see other people. It wasn’t like their agreement was 
anything but pretend, anyway. 


He didn’t want to think about it anymore. 
He got dressed. 


He couldn’t find the energy to bother doing his hair for once. What did it matter if some stranger 
on the internet was just going to say it was greasy anyway? He didn’t care if Tony or anyone else 
saw his messy, frizzy curls. 


He didn’t care if they saw his chipped black nail polish. Tony had always said he could let them 
be, so it was time to find out if that was true. 


Fully dressed, Loki sat down on his couch to wait for Tony, running a hand over his face. 
When Tony texted him, Loki walked out to his car with slow, reluctant steps for the first time. 


“Hey,” Tony said brightly as he got in. Loki pulled his seatbelt on. “You’ve got curls! Is your hair 
naturally like that?” 


“Yes,” Loki said, straightening the seatbelt. 

“Just like your mom,” Tony said. 

Loki nodded. 

Tony pulled out onto the road. “Have you had a busy week? It seemed like you were busy.” 


“The library’s been particularly busy,” Loki lied. “I haven’t had a lot of time to text.” Truthfully, 
he’d been giving Tony clipped text responses because he’d wanted to avoid him, like that might 
make the melancholy go away. 


Tony drummed his thumbs against the steering wheel. 
Loki squeezed his fingertips against his knees as he looked out the window. 
After a few minutes of silence, Tony said, “You’re quiet tonight.” 


Loki should’ ve just cancelled. It would’ ve been so much easier than pretending that unhappiness 
wasn’t gnawing at his stomach. “It’s just been a busy week and I’m tired. I apologize.” 


“Tt’s okay,” Tony said immediately. Tony’s thumbs created a beat against the steering wheel, but 
Loki didn’t look over. The sound went on for a while. “You know, since we started this whole 
thing, I feel weird if I don’t see you on the weekend.” 


“Yeah,” Loki agreed. It was so true that it made him bitter to admit. 
“I—actually haven’t seen anyone since we started fake dating.” 


Loki’s chest softened with relief. He hated how relived it made him feel. He shouldn’t have felt 
anything at all. “It would be okay if you did,” Loki said. “You’re not—obligated to put what you 
want aside for our bargain. It’s just pretend.” 


It was exactly what he’d been telling himself all week, anyway. Tony had obviously been discreet 
enough that it wasn’t on the internet, so it wasn’t Loki’s business. 


He couldn’t be a jealous boyfriend, because they weren’t boyfriends. 


Tony was quiet for so long that Loki dared to glance over at him. It was clear that he was reluctant 
to say whatever was about to come. “Look,” Tony said finally. “I might sleep around, but I’m open 
about that. There’s no strings attached. I would never cheat on someone if I were in a relationship. 

That’s not who I am.” 


There was force behind his words that reminded Loki of the offhand comment Tony had made 
about his parents. Maybe cheating was an open secret there. 


Loki kneaded his hands together. He really, really should’ ve just cancelled. There was a tension 
that he was only making worse. “Okay,” he said, unsure of what he should say to make it better. 


Tony huffed out a breath. 
Loki bit his lip. 


Tony tapped one thumb impatiently against the steering wheel before stopping. “I don’t know how 
to say this in a way that you’re going to believe me, and I’ve never been in this situation in my life 
before, but I saw that earring on the side table and I think I would’ve noticed it when I was 
cleaning. If you found it, you should know that I had no idea it was there. The woman that it 
belonged to was in my apartment months ago. I don’t even know her phone number to give it back 
to her.” 


Relief washed through Loki. He hated himself for how badly he’d needed to hear that. 
He wasn’t supposed to feel relief. 


“Even if it had been yesterday, it wouldn’t be my right to be upset over it. You can sleep with 
whoever you want,” Loki said, partially to Tony, but mostly to himself. “I did find the earring, but 
it’s fine.” 


Tony didn’t say anything. There were several emotions on his face, and Loki didn’t dare to start 
picking them apart. Instead he stared out the window, hating himself a little bit more. He had 
nothing to be upset about, and his mood was just making it worse for both of them. They stayed 
silent until they arrived at the club. 


The bouncer made a big fuss out of seeing Tony and then clapped Loki on the shoulder. “He’s a 
keeper,” the bouncer told him. 


Loki forced a smile. “He is,” he agreed, following Tony inside. 


They weaved their way through the dance floor until someone greeted Tony with a hug. 
Everywhere they went, Tony was adored. As Tony and the person he’d hugged started up a 
conversation, Loki excused himself, saying he was going to grab drinks for himself and Tony. 


Loki leaned over the bar top. He didn’t want to be here in the noise and the lights. Why hadn’t he 
cancelled? He was ruining Tony’s night. 


He didn’t want to feel anything. 


He knew it was a bad decision, but he’d always had a self-destructive streak. He hoped it would 
just make things easier, somehow. He ordered a couple of shots and finished them off at the bar 
before ordering the heaviest cocktail he could, then one of the lighter drinks he’d seen Tony order 
before. 


Loki took a long sip of the cocktail before he started his way across the dance floor to Tony. 


Tony accepted the drink with just a minor glance towards him, listening intently to the story a guy 
was shouting above the music. Time moved quickly and slowly. Loki finished his drink too fast, 
watching the lights in the room spin and catching himself more than once as bodies swayed to the 
blaring music around them. 


At some point Tony started directing him towards one of the far walls. They were almost there 
when Loki felt someone push up against his side, and the next moment vomit was splattering 


against his neck, down his chest, and in his hair. 


Loki didn’t think. He saw the neon sign for the bathroom and shoved his way past a couple people 
straight to it. 


The door flew open as he ran in, rushing to the nearest sink. Loki splashed water over his neck, 
desperately trying to get the sick off his skin. 


Mercifully, he was the only person in the bathroom, but it was a small comfort. 


The sink was too short and the faucet was so small, and Loki was bending over even though the 
room was swaying as he did, and he was gripping onto the sink like he’d fall over, and the smell of 
a stranger’s bile was overwhelming. It wasn’t working and the shirt was getting soaked as he tried. 


It was too much. It was all too, too much, and suddenly Loki was sobbing as he tried to get the 
vomit out of his hair. 


He didn’t realize Tony had walked in until he was standing right at his side, softly saying, “What 
happened, Lo?” 


“There’s vomit in my hair,” Loki bit out. “Tony, there’s—it’s in my hair.” He frantically tried to 
splash the water up higher. “Someone threw up on me.” 


“Woah. Hey, okay. Let me help.” 
Loki stared up at Tony with red rimmed eyes. 
“Here,” Tony said. “Just stay still and Pll wash it out. It’ll be easier for me to reach than you.” 


Loki’s lip trembled. If he’d been sober he would’ ve argued, but he just wanted help. He blinked, 
more tears falling as Tony pursed his lips in concern, wetting one hand in the faucet. 


“Let’s just get what we can out here, and then I’ll take you home, okay?” 
“Okay,” Loki mumbled. 


He closed his eyes as Tony’s fingers stroked through his hair. Tony drew Loki’s hair to the side, 
thoroughly rinsing it under the water. His fingers tangled in the knots, then gently pulled them 
apart. 


Tony leaned away, the automatic towel dispenser grinding as Tony reached for it. “Here,” Tony 
said, squeezing Loki’s hair. He grabbed another handful of paper towels, then handed them to 
Loki. 


“No one’s ever washed my hair for me before,” Loki said, squeezing water out with the paper 
towels. 


Tony seemed sad when he said that, or maybe it was just the terrible evening. Loki sniffled, failing 
to breathe through his nose. Tony washed his hands. “Wait here a moment,” Tony said, shaking his 
hands off. “I’m going to get help.” 


“But people will take photos,” Loki said, his eyes welling up again. 


“T didn’t even know where you’d went, so I doubt anyone was fast enough to snap a photo,” Tony 
said. “Just wait here.” 


Loki nodded. He didn’t want to argue with Tony when he was being so nice. Instead, Loki grabbed 
more paper towels and tried to dry his shirt and neck. 


Tony returned a while later with the bouncer from before. “Here,” the man said, handing him a 
black shirt. Loki’s eyes welled up at the unexpected kindness. 


He clumsily pulled the ruined shirt off, dropping it on the counter and then struggling to get the 
new t-shirt on as he heard the bouncer quietly say, “Is he a lightweight or is it just a bad night?” 


“T think it’s a little bit of both,” Tony said. 
“He is skinny,” the bouncer said. 


Loki bit hard on his lip at the fresh wave of upset that comment brought. “Lo,” Tony said, reaching 
for him. He set his hand on Loki’s elbow. “Happy’s going to bring us through one of the employee 
doors and back out to our car. No one’s going to be paying attention, but even if they are, Happy 
will be blocking us. They wouldn’t be good photos.” 


Loki nodded. 


Happy and Tony ushered him out of the bathroom, right into an adjacent door that lead them past a 
few closets before opening out onto an alley way. Tony’s car had been pulled up. 


“T owe you one,” Tony told Happy. 
Happy shook his head. “Just come see me more often and we’ II call it even.” 


Tony grinned back at him before helping Loki into the car. Loki let his head fall against the 
window. They didn’t speak on the drive back, but Tony kept looking over at him. 


Tony followed Loki into the house. Loki had been silently crying for a while now, the tears falling 
down his face like he’d sprung a leak. “I’m going to take a shower,” Loki said. “Thanks for 
bringing me home,” he said, kicking the sneakers off in a mess by the door. 


Tony took his own shoes off. “You can go home,” Loki said. 


“Yeah, uh, if I’m being honest, you’re kind of scaring me tonight, and it’s either you let me make 
sure you’re alright or ’m five minutes away from calling Thor.” 


“Do not call Thor.” 
“T thought you’d say that,” Tony said with the faintest hint of humor. 


Loki turned around and started up the stairs. Tony started to follow. “I’m going to shower!” Loki 
stopped, turning around. “I want out of these clothes, and I’m covered in vomit, so I’m 
showering!” 


“Okay, but—* 
“__T can shower on my own.” 


Loki didn’t know what Tony saw, but he backed off. “I’m going to be right outside to make sure 
you don’t fall or something,” Tony said. 


“Tm not that drunk,” Loki complained, starting back up the stairs. 


Quietly, Tony argued, “You kind of are.” 


Loki ignored him, shoving the bathroom door shut behind him. He peeled off his clothes, then got 
into a blissfully warm shower. He scrubbed and scrubbed at his skin until Tony started knocking 
on the door. Loki yelled for five more minutes, using it to wash his hair and skin twice more 
before finally wrapping himself up in towels and realizing that he had no clothes to change into. 


Loki cracked the bathroom door open. “I need to go change in my bedroom.” 


“Okay,” Tony said. He was quiet for a moment, and right when Loki thought he was going to have 
to explain, he heard the stairs creak as Tony started downstairs. 


Loki hurried across the hall to his bedroom, flinging open the door and quickly shutting it behind 
him. The alcohol felt worse than before he’d gotten in the shower. He pulled on an oversized t-shirt 
that he usually slept in, along with a pair of flannel pajama pants. 


He closed his bedroom door behind him. Carefully, Loki grabbed the stair banister. He was a few 
steps down when Tony reappeared from the living room. Loki watched his feet instead of Tony, 
not quite capable of feeling as embarrassed as he should yet. 


Loki had just reached the bottom of the stairs when his stomach started to churn. Loki stumbled 
towards the downstairs bathroom, making it just in time to double over the toilet and empty 
brightly colored cocktail liquid and the remnants of his dinner into the bowl. 


Somehow, Tony was there, already holding his hair back. 
He was so close, and he felt worried, though Loki couldn’t see him. Loki just knew. 


Loki wanted to say something, but he was seized with another spasm, retching again. Tony’s hand 
smoothed over his back. 


Tears welled up as he felt the gentle soothing of Tony’s warm hand on his shoulder. The hair at the 
sides of his head was taut though Tony was carefully holding it back in a ponytail with one hand. 


Loki closed his eyes. 


He shook a few times, overwhelmed by Tony helping him, then startled as Tony asked in alarm if 
he was alright. “Yes,” Loki said, voice thick. 


Slowly, he reached up to close the toilet lid, the porcelain slamming accidentally as he reached to 
flush the putrid smell away. It had already burned up his throat. 


The room was spinning. Tony was so good and kind and gentle. He was so, so good, and Loki's 
chest ached over it. 


“T’m sorry,” Loki said, unable to will himself to get up off the floor. Tony had let go of his hair. 
Loki was afraid to look at him, expecting judgment, but when he finally dared to look all he saw 
was worry. 


Loki teared up all over again. He had to hold his breath to stop from sobbing. 
He’d never let anyone see him like this. 


And here Tony was, and Loki was so grateful for his help that he couldn’t even feel as 
embarrassed as he should. He tried to take a breath before choking out another, “Sorry.” 


Tony pressed his lips together. “Loki, did something happen this week?” Loki brushed his hand 
under his eye. “Because you’ ve been off since I picked you up, and you barely texted me.” 


Just thinking about it made everything fresh again. Loki didn’t trust himself to speak. His throat 
hurt too much. 


“Are you mad about the earring?” 


Loki shook his head. He tried to breathe in through his nose, but it was all snot. He made an 
unflattering sound as he opened his mouth to speak. “We saw your mom at the store,” Loki said. 
“And you send me clothes—you think I’ m—* Loki knew. It wasn’t the first time he’d heard it in 
his life. “Not good looking.” 


Loki wanted to collapse against the floor and hide his face. He shouldn’t have said it out loud. 


“No,” Tony said, sounding both sympathetic and surprised. “Loki, I don’t think that. At all.” He 
reached out to rub Loki’s back again, and the touch just made Loki want to fall apart. “Is that what 
you think?” 


Loki nodded. “You’re embarrassed by me.” 


“T’m not. Oh my god, Loki, I’m not.” Tony’s hand moved faster, catching on the cotton fabric. “I 
meant it when I said my mom’s judgmental of everyone, and the clothes are just for the photos.” 


Loki blinked away more tears. “It’s okay. I know I’m not—” 

“Loki, I don’t think that. Why would I have gone out with you if I thought that?” 
Loki drew in a breath. “Because it’s convenient?” 

Tony shook his head. “No.” 

Loki managed the smallest smile. 

“You don’t think ’'d be a—terrible boyfriend?” 


Tony broke into a smile, as if it were funny. “I don’t,” Tony said. “Loki,” Tony said, rubbing a 
circle on the small of his back. “Anyone would be lucky to have you as their boyfriend. You’re 
smart and funny and you’re a good looking guy.” 


Loki rubbed his palm against his cheek. “Thanks.” 
“Really,” Tony said. 


Loki studied Tony’s dark brown eyes, but all he could find was honesty. Tony’d always had such 
kind, expressive eyes. 


Tony’s hand stilled. “Anything else going on?” Loki shook his head. “Okay.” Tony smiled. “I 
thought you were mad about finding the earring and that it’d made it look like I was cheating on 
you or something. That’s why I brought it up in the car.” 


“T felt it when I sat down,” Loki mumbled. 


“Well, I think you can guess how it got there,” Tony said with some humor. “It’s just that it was 
ages ago. But I’m glad you’re not mad. It kind of sounded like you were saying to fuck off in the 
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Car. 


“T wasn’t.” He didn’t totally understand what Tony meant, but he still felt guilty for it. 


Tony moved to help him stand. “I know,” he said. “Let’s get you some water. Do you have any 
crackers in your kitchen?” 


“T want to wash my hands and use mouthwash first,” Loki said. 


“Okay,” Tony said, sounding a bit amused. He stood in the doorway as Loki got ready. For once in 
his life, Loki let someone else fuss over him. He let Tony get him a glass of water and crackers. He 
didn’t fight with him. He ate the very few that he wanted before drinking the water like Tony 
wanted him to. 


Loki was using the kitchen counter for support. He was emotionally exhausted, and he wouldn’t be 
sober for hours. He just wanted to sleep it off. 


Tony stood beside the counter after he put the glass away. “Lo,” he said, hesitating. “Do you mind 
if I sleep on your couch? You live alone, and I just don’t feel right leaving you like this.” 


“T want to sleep in my bed,” Loki said. “You can share with me, if you want.” 


He should’ ve offered to let Tony have the bed the first time he’d spent the night. It would’ ve been 
polite. Now that Tony had seen him like this, Loki didn’t care. He just wanted to be comfortable. 


“Okay,” Tony said. 


Loki sluggishly moved upstairs, Tony turning off the lights behind them. Loki’s bedroom was dark 
as he pushed open the door. 


He knew the way in. Loki crawled into his bed, squinting when Tony turned out the light. “Lo,” he 
said. “I can’t sleep in this and I don’t mind sleeping in my boxers, but if it would make you 
uncomfortable...” 


“There are extra pajamas in the bottom drawer.” 


Loki pulled the blankets over him as he heard the drawer roll open. The pillow was heavenly 
beneath his head. He was already starting to drift off when the lights turned off and he felt the 
mattress dip on the other side of the bed. 


“There’s a book in the bed,” Tony complained. Loki mumbled something incoherent. “It looks like 
a wizard’s bedroom in here.” The book thudded against a nightstand. It was quiet for a moment. 
“Good night, Loki.” 


Loki muttered something back, halfway asleep. 


Chapter End Notes 


Whew! It just took a traumatic night to get to sharing a bed, but here we are! I feel for 
them both. 


Chapter 13 


Loki came to consciousness quickly, like a snapping rubber band, but he didn’t move to get up. He 
had a throbbing headache, and he was comfortable in the bed. Staring at his messy dresser, Loki 
wished his head didn’t hurt so much. Then, slowly, he became aware of the warm weight his calf 
was resting against. His heart stopped. 


He’d forgotten that he’d invited Tony into the bed until now. 


He’d repeatedly woken up during the night and drifted off, dimly aware that Tony was there. Ever 
so slowly, Loki dragged his limbs forward and held his breath as he slinked off the bed. 


Loki turned around, arms held out in front of him, eyes searching the bed for Tony. 
Tony was on his side, drooling into the pillow as he slept. 
Loki stood there, frozen. 


Heart pounding, Loki tiptoed towards the bedroom door and held his breath while he shut it as 
delicately as he could. 


Loki closed his eyes and breathed in. 


He went straight for his kitchen. The sunlight had barely begun to peak through the windows of his 
home. Loki made a cup of coffee, giving the clock a particularly gruesome look as he read 6:45. 


Sinking down at his kitchen table, Loki ran his hands over his face. 

He’d fucked up. He’d really, really fucked up. 

He took a sip of his coffee and tried to make sense of last night. He didn’t understand himself. 
What had he been thinking? 

He rested his forehead against his palm, his elbow propped up on the table. 


Tony had been so kind to him. It hurt all over again, how grateful he was to Tony. How much he 
liked Tony. How he couldn’t believe he’d let Tony see him like that. 


No one had ever seen him like that. 


Loki sipped his coffee, thinking about the night and about Tony as light slowly filled the room. He 
made toast. He found a spare hair tie and pulled his hair back, then made a second cup of coffee. 
He slouched over the table with his forehead against his palms like he could will his headache, the 
hangover, and his embarrassment away. 


Eventually, he heard the stairs creak. Loki got up and started a cup of coffee for Tony. 


“There you are,” Tony said from behind him. “I wasn’t sure where you’d gone, but then I smelled 
the coffee.” 


“T was just making you a cup,” Loki said, eyes on the counter. He couldn’t turn around and look at 
Tony yet. “I heard you come down the stairs.” 


“That’s nice of you,” Tony said. 
Loki looked back over his shoulder. 


Tony didn’t seem upset. There were bags under his eyes and he seemed a little awkward or uneasy, 
but not angry. Loki relaxed by a fraction. 


He listened to the coffee pour as he took the creamer from his fridge. He’d been thinking through 
what to say all morning. 


Tony took the spot right next to his at the table. 


Loki set the creamer and the fresh cup of coffee in front of Tony, slowly lowering himself down 
into his chair. He swallowed. 


“Tony.” 
The creamer gurgled as Tony poured it into his mug. 


“T’m sorry,” Loki said. “I’m sorry you had to take care of me last night and that I ruined the 
evening. I was completely out of line.” 


Tony set the creamer down. He took a sip of his coffee, his gaze set determinately on the wall 
across from the table. Loki hadn’t noticed how his bed head was sort of cute before now. He stared 
down at the table, unsure of what to say. “Honestly,” Tony said, holding his mug up as if about to 
sip again, “I’m just glad you’re okay.” 


“Thank you.” Loki realized he’d started twisting the ends of his nightshirt and let go. “I don’t 
know why I did that. I’ ve never drank that much. Ever.” 


“T wish I could say the same,” Tony said, smiling a little. He took another sip from his mug. 
“Tm sorry,” Loki said again, his chest heavy with how deeply he meant it. 


Tony shrugged, giving him a weird, almost defensive look. “It’s alright. You’re not the first drunk 
person I’ve seen in my life.” Tony rubbed a hand against his forehead. “But, uh—” He pursed his 
lips. “Were you, did you feel that way about the clothes I’ve been giving you this whole time?” 


Loki shook his head. “No.” He smoothed a hand over his shirt. “I don’t know why I started 
thinking that yesterday, I just...“ Loki’s mind was blank. 


Tony was watching him intently. 


Loki didn’t know what to say. He wasn’t sure why he’d felt that way. “Maybe it was the alcohol,” 
he said quietly, knowing damn well that he’d felt that way before the first sip. 


Tony looked away. “You’re not the kind of person that should drink when they’re sad,” he 
decided, taking a sip. 


“Ts there anyone that should?” Loki asked with a hint of humor. 
Tony tilted his head. “Fair point.” 
Neither rushed to say more. Loki shifted in his seat. “Would you like some toast?” Loki asked. 


“T should actually go get dressed,” Tony said. “I was going to go to the hardware store this morning 


and get some things done in the lab.” Tony set his mug down. “Thanks for the coffee.” 
“Of course,” Loki said, completely unsure of whether the conversation had gone well or not. 


He didn’t move from his spot when Tony got up. He listened to the stairs creak as Tony went 
upstairs to change, the bathroom door open and shut, the sink running, Tony coming back 
downstairs. Loki got up to walk to the front door. 


Tony smiled at him as he put on his shoes. 


Tony opened the door to let himself out and Loki set his hand against the door as Tony stepped out 
onto the porch, watching him from the door frame. Tony glanced back at him. 


“Thank you,” Loki hurried to say. He hoped that Tony understood how much he meant it. 
Tony’s smile became a little softer. “Anytime, Lo.” 


Tony turned, about to step off the front porch. “Tony,” Loki said. Loki tightened his grip on the 
front door. “Is there something I can do to make it up to you?” 


Tony said nothing as he stared back at Loki. He was thinking, but Loki couldn’t make sense of it. 
“Surprise me,” Tony decided. 

Loki’s brow furrowed. “With a gift?” 

“You pick our next date,” Tony said. 

Loki nodded. He could do that. “Okay,” he promised. 


Tony smiled. He waved, stepping off the porch, and Loki waved back, feeling out of place as he 
did. He stayed in the doorway until Tony pulled away, his chest turbulent with all the things he 
wanted to say and the things he wouldn’t allow himself to look at up close and examine. 


Chapter 14 


When Tony got home, he went straight to his couch and slumped down on it. 


He dropped his head back against the cushions, closing his eyes. At some point he’d get up and 
shower, but he’d eaten a fast food breakfast on the way back and all he wanted to do was sit there 
in food comatose. 


Tony pulled his phone out of his pocket. Well, we had our first fight. Sort of, he sent Natasha. He 
didn’t want to be alone with his thoughts any longer. They were going in too many directions, 
leaving him dizzy in the middle of them. 


She surprised him by calling right away. “So,” she said. “What happened, and what’s the sort of 
part?” 


“T don’t even know where to start,” Tony admitted, rubbing his hand against his face. It was good 
to hear Natasha’s level voice. 


“Start wherever you want,” Natasha said. 


Tony grinned at that. He’d always liked Natasha’s pragmatism. “Well, it wasn’t exactly a fight. I 
mean, we didn’t even argue, but it felt like—something.” Tony sighed, rubbing his forehead. 


His sleep had been a mess. At one point he’d woken curled against Loki, and his heart had seized 
with how desperately he’d craved a moment like that, and ached at how it wasn’t the scenario he’d 
wanted at all. 


Even when he’d just been laying in the bed without touching Loki, part of him had been 
overwhelmed. The bedsheets had smelled like Loki, for fuck’s sake. “Let me start with the 
earring.” 


“T hope you’re about to tell me that one of you two got a new piercing,” Natasha said. Tony smiled 
in spite of himself. 


“T wish,” Tony said. “I had Loki over here the other weekend, and I cleaned before he came. Like 

got rid of the clutter, wiped everything down, vacuumed — so he was quiet on the drive home, but 
he’s kind of quiet sometimes anyway, you know? So I didn’t think too hard about it. And then the 

next day we didn’t text as much as normal, which was ok because sometimes we don’t.” 


Tony got up, deciding that he wanted yet another cup of coffee. “And then I sat down on the couch 
to do some work and I noticed an earring on my side table.” Tony padded into the kitchen. “And 
my heart stopped because I felt like I would have noticed that for sure, you know?” 


“Yeah,” Natasha agreed, sounding like she knew where the story was headed. 


“T figured he had to of found it, but to be honest, I have no idea whose it was.” Tony pulled open a 
cabinet door. “I mean, I have guesses, but I don’t really know.” Tony set his mug under the coffee 
dispenser. “He didn’t say much when we were texting during the week, and part of me thought 
maybe he was busy, but when I picked him up for our date, he was quiet.” 


Tony sighed as he scooped coffee grinds. “So I brought it up in the car and told him the earring 
was from a woman months ago because I felt like saying I didn’t know whose it was would sound 
like I was lying, and I also sort of felt like logically there was nothing I could say to prove that I 


wasn’t cheating on him, but I told him I wanted him to know that while yes, I sleep around, I’ve 
always been open about it. I wouldn’t cheat on him. That’s not who I am. I’d never pull that 
bullshit.” 


Tony tapped his fingers against the counter, wishing the coffee would pour faster. “And then, I 
don’t know, he didn’t get mad or anything. He told me he had found it. He just said it’s fine that I 
slept with other people, but he said it in a way that—I mean, I’m going to be honest, it upset me.” 


“Like he didn’t believe you?” Natasha asked. 


Tony opened the fridge. “It felt like he was saying he didn’t care or I don’t know. Like it had a 
feeling of fuck you, sleep with whoever you want in it,” Tony said, grabbing a carton of creamer. 


Natasha was quiet for a moment as Tony poured cream into his mug. “Do you think it’s possible 
that was his way of being upset about the earring?” She asked. 


“Oh, he was upset,” Tony said. “We haven’t even gotten to the thing that had me ten seconds away 
from calling Thor for help.” 


“Yikes.” 


“Yeah,” Tony said, grabbing his mug. He took a sip. “When we got in the club I was annoyed 
because of what he’d said and because I hadn’t actually done anything wrong, but I thought hey, 
maybe we’ll have a good time and brush it off.” Tony leaned against the counter. “But then he 
went and got us drinks and I don’t know what the hell he ordered, but he got trashed.” 


“Oh.” 


“T thought I was misreading it at first, but then he practically fell into me on the floor. I was going 
to try and pull him off the floor for some air, but when we were going across it, he bolted. I had no 
idea where he went. I tried calling his phone, asking people if they’d seen him. I thought maybe 
he’d left, but then I found him in the bathroom.” 


“Had he passed out?” Natasha guessed. 


“No. He—was crying,” Tony said, remembering how much that had pained him to see. “He said 
someone had thrown up on him and he was trying to wash it off. The way it was splattered on him, 
I do think it was somebody else. He was panicking.” Tony blew a breath against his coffee. “I got 
Happy to grab him another shirt and pull the car around to take him home.” 


“No one likes being thrown up on,” Natasha said. There was a muffled sound. “I think it’s in her 
carseat. Or check in the seat pocket.” The phone rustled as Natasha moved. “Was that all that 
happened?” 


“T’m saving the worst for last,” Tony said with some fake cheer. Natasha groaned. “I got him home 
and he started puking, and that was fine, but then he was bawling. He was kind of crying the whole 
ride home, and I didn’t know if it was that he just hated the vomit, or he’s that kind of drunk or...” 


Tony sighed. “I’ve been buying him clothes when we go somewhere that photos might get taken, 
and he said I’ve been doing it because I think he’s ugly or something. It made me feel like crap.” 


“He said that after he threw up?” 


“Yeah.” Tony took a sip of his coffee. “We ran into my mom at the store the other week, and you 
know how she is. I wanted to avoid her but I guess Loki interpreted that as me being embarrassed 


of him.” 


Tony scratched at his goatee. “It was like—all of a sudden he was crying about how I don’t think 
he’s good enough, and—it was awful, Nat.” His heart had shattered seeing Loki like that. 


Natasha hummed as Tony continued, “On one hand I feel annoyed because | didn’t do anything 
wrong with this stupid earring—I mean, I have to give him credit. This morning he brought it up 
right away and apologized. I can tell he feels terrible about everything. And that’s the thing too. I 
don’t know why, I just—I wish he wasn’t so apologetic, you know? Yeah, being trashed sucks, but 
he doesn’t have to apologize to me so much for taking care of him. I don’t know why that bugs me. 
It—hurt like hell to see him so upset.” 


Lucky barked in the background. “Maybe the apology feels to you like he’s distancing himself and 
that’s what bothers you?” Natasha asked. 


She’d put it into the words he’d been trying to find. “Yeah.” 


There was a clinging sound from Lucky’s collar, and then Tony heard Clint telling Natasha that he 
was taking Alina and Lucky for a walk around the park. “Don’t forget her hat,” Natasha said. 


“Already on it,” Clint said cheerfully. “Bye.” Tony heard him give her a kiss goodbye. 
“Sorry if this is a bad time—*“ 


“—_Don’t worry about it,” Natasha said. “I called you, and anyway, I like having the house to 
myself,” she said gleefully. “Clint knows that.” Tony chuckled. “So you guys talked about it this 
morning. What did Loki say?” 


“Just that he was sorry. I told him I was glad he was okay and asked if he’s felt that way about the 
clothes I got him the whole time. I couldn’t stop thinking about it last night. He said it was just the 
alcohol talking. Then he uh, said he wanted to make it up to me, and I said he could do that by 
picking our next date.” 


“Okay,” Natasha said. He could imagine her face thinking it over perfectly. “It’s good that you 
talked about it.” Tony was grateful for how that reassured him. “I don’t know if it’s your first fight 
so much as your first major misunderstanding or something.” 


That was a good way of putting it. Tony went to sit down at one of the kitchen bar stools. “It 
sounds to me like the earring probably set this whole thing off.” 


“Tt did,” Tony said. “And that’s what kills me. I wasn’t cheating on him or thinking that he’s ugly 
or—anything, Nat. It was just like all of a sudden there were all of these issues that I had no clue 
about. I feel guilty when I didn’t do anything wrong.” 


A plate clattered in the background as Natasha spoke. “The way it sounds to me, maybe Loki saw 
the earring and instead of being mad at you for cheating, he blamed himself for not being good 
enough? And then looked for evidence of that like with the clothes and the thing with your mom?” 


Tony brushed one of his feet back over the barstool. “I don’t understand why he wouldn’t get mad 
at me if he really thought I was cheating, though.” It would’ ve screwed up their bargain anyway. 
Shouldn’t Loki have been pissed at him for ruining it? 


“People react to things in different ways,” she said simply. “I’m not saying that anger wouldn’t 
have eventually come, but it sounds like he’s already insecure about some things and then 
interpreted that as the reason why you would’ve slept with someone else. Maybe he’s the kind of 


person that finds it easier to blame himself for things than other people.” 


Tony poked at the handle of his mug. “I mean, the good thing here is he obviously cares about you 
a lot if that’s how he reacted to the thought of you being with someone else,” Natasha said. 


Tony’s cheeks flushed. Natasha didn’t know it wasn’t real. He hoped that she was right, though. 
“Does Loki regularly drink like that?” 
“No,” Tony said. “He said he’s never drank that much, and I believe him.” 


Natasha hummed. A microwave dinged behind her. “It’s kind of sad, Tony,” she said quietly. “He 
must really like you to have reacted like that.” 


“IT know,” Tony said. Natasha had no idea how dearly he knew that. As much as he’d been annoyed 
by some of the things Loki had said, he also wished that he could’ ve just held Loki close and 
convinced him that it was all okay. “I would’ ve preferred it if he’d yelled at me.” 


“T don’t think you would’ ve wanted that,” Natasha said, almost laughing. “According to Thor, he 
can put up a hell of a fight once he commits to it.” 


Tony smiled. He’d heard that from Thor before, too. “I understand why you would’ve been upset 
about him blowing you off on sleeping with other people. I don’t want to sound like I’m taking 
sides, but I don’t think it was ill intended.” 


“No, I know,” Tony said. “It definitely wasn’t. I even—I told him in the bathroom it had sounded 
like he was telling me to fuck off in the car and he said it wasn’t. He’s just—I can’t tell what he’s 
thinking sometimes.” Loki was a private person, and Tony was afraid of pushing him away by 
repeatedly asking questions Loki had already evaded. Loki sent mixed signals. 


“You’re never going to know what someone’s thinking,” Natasha said. “Even being married, Clint 
and I misunderstand each other sometimes.” 


“T know, but, Loki’s a tough read sometimes. He doesn’t wear his heart on his sleeve the way Thor 
does.” 


“Well, Thor lets you know exactly how he’s feeling,” Natasha agreed. “He doesn’t seem to care 
about keeping secrets. Or he’s just really, really good at keeping them.” 


“T think he just doesn’t care about keeping any,” Tony said, voice lighter. He liked that about Thor. 


Tony leaned over the counter, staring down at his mug. “This morning, Loki was wearing this 
oversized t-shirt with fraying hems and his hair was pulled back in a curly mess—he just, he kills 
me sometimes, Nat. I never thought I could fall for somebody.” 


“Loki is lucky to have found you,” Natasha said warmly. 


Tony ran his nails over his scalp, left over gel from the night before catching his fingers as parts of 
his hair refused to part for them. “I just—ugh, I wish it had gone better. It was upsetting to see him 
like that. I felt so bad for him.” 


“Does Loki know that?” 
Tony stared down at the countertop. “Probably not.” 


“Maybe just make sure he knows that,” Natasha said. “Especially if he’s opened up to you and told 


you he’s been worried he’s not good enough. It may be hard to read him, but maybe that just hides 
that Loki is—sensitive,” she said, trying to be delicate on the last word. 


“Thor has said he’s sensitive in the past,” Tony said. “You can say it.” 


“But they’re brothers,” Natasha said. “Their view is always going to be skewed by being siblings, 
so you can’t take everything they say about each other at face value.” 


“On this it’s okay,” Tony said with a little amusement. “I’m sure Thor’s right about him being 
good at arguing too.” 


“True,” Natasha said. Tony heard a fork set against a plate. “Hey, Tony. Thanks for telling me 
about it. I really want this to work out for you guys. You seem really happy.” 


“Well, if you can say that after everything I just said, I'll take that as a good sign,” Tony said. 


Natasha laughed. “Clint and I have our stories like that. People aren’t perfect. They get messy.” 
She was right. Natasha had this magic for making him feel better. He was glad she was on his side 
and there to talk to. “And it sounds like you guys resolved it pretty well. It’s a good sign for when 
you have your first big argument.” 


“T’m kind of dreading that,” Tony said. “I think we can both hold our own. I don’t want to see us 
fight.” 


“But think of the wonderful makeup sex you’ll have to look forward to.” 


Tony laughed, Natasha joining in. “I can’t wait to hear how your next date goes,” Natasha said. 
“You have to tell me about it.” 


“T will,” Tony said. “I’m actually really looking forward to it.” 

“Ahh, young love,” Natasha joked. 

“Hey! You’re a year younger than me,” Tony complained. “You should respect your elders.” 
“Knock it off, Stark,” Natasha answered. 

“Be nice, Romanov.” 


Tony smiled, feeling a thousand times better. “I think I’m going to go crash. I didn’t sleep well last 
night. Loki tossed and turned like crazy.” 


“He probably didn’t smell all that great if he drank that much either,” Natasha said. 


“Luckily he’s not one of those people that really smells like they’ ve been drinking,” Tony said. 
“That part wasn’t bad at all. It was mostly the kicking. He does not stick to his half of the bed.” 


“Clint snores like a foghorn,” Natasha said. 

Tony laughed. “You know, I’ve heard him snore, and I do not envy you at all.” 
“T’m going to have him sleep on your couch the next time I need revenge,” she said. 
“Please don’t,” Tony begged. 


Natasha laughed. “Alright. I’m going to let you get to bed so that I can enjoy twenty minutes of 


watching whatever the hell I want on TV before they get back. It’s been nothing but pre-K 
programming all week and I can’t stand the cartoon voices they use on those shows.” 


“Go enjoy something that’s R rated,” Tony said. “And uh, thanks. I appreciate it.” 
“Anytime,” Natasha said. 


After they hung up, Tony went to take a quick shower. He wasn’t upset or annoyed about any of it 
anymore. He was just looking forward to their next date and quietly, in the back of his mind, 
hoping that Loki truly hadn’t meant the things he’d said about himself. He would be a wonderful 
boyfriend. Tony hoped he saw that about himself someday. 


Chapter 15 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Loki leaned over his keyboard, reading what had to be the fiftieth blog that day. “Do you have 
Professor Strange’s request?” Casey asked. “He’s downstairs looking for it.” 


“Tt’s on the third shelf to the left, under the papers I clipped together for Professor Wong.” Loki 
didn’t even look up from his computer. He’d finished all of the outstanding requests in under two 
hours that morning. Casey fished a couple books and a bound stack of paper from the shelf. Then 
he turned towards Loki’s screen. 


“What’re you looking for?” 


Loki held in a sigh. “Somewhere with good reviews to take my boyfriend for dinner.” He clicked 
with the mouse, deliberately putting enough pressure that it would make a satisfying snapping 
sound. “I’m sure he’s been everywhere in the city, and I want to take him somewhere good that 
he’s never been before, if such a place exists.” 


“What about the Blue Moon?” Casey stepped closer to the computer. “They have a patio terrace 
hidden up on their roof. They don’t really publicize it, but if you know about it, you can ask to 
book a table up there. It only has like, three. My wife took me there when we first started dating.” 


Loki knew of the restaurant and had read the reviews, but none of them had mentioned a rooftop 
patio. “Can anyone book a table?” 


Casey nodded. “Just call and ask the restaurant. You don’t have to have a special connection.” 
It was the best idea he’d found all week. “Thank you, Casey.” 


He shrugged like it was no big deal. “I’m going to take these downstairs. You know how impatient 
he gets.” 


Loki smiled, glad that a librarian other than himself was dealing with Professor Strange that day. 


Loki’s heart pounded as he straightened his tie pin in the mirror. He’d poured all of his nervous 
energy into planning their date, even as a voice had whispered in his mind that he was being 
foolish. 


Loki had spent the rest of the day after Tony left in a hungover daze. The more he sobered up, the 
more he’d hated himself for losing control. He’d gotten overemotional about a deal. It was a 
miracle that Tony hadn’t read the riot act to him or simply ghosted him. 


Yet instead of calling Thor or just leaving him, Tony had stayed. He’d taken care of him. They’d 
even shared a bed while Loki had been drunk, and he was astonished to realize that he’d felt safe 
the whole time. 


He still felt the sensation of Tony’s fingers in his hair, washing it and holding it back from his 


face. 


Loki smoothed his hands over his suit. He’d make it up to Tony. He wouldn’t lose him as a friend. 
He wouldn’t bring up the earring ever again. 


The doorbell chimed through the house. Loki took in a deep, shuddering breath, then pulled on his 
most winning smile. 


Loki opened the front door, then held his breath as Tony smiled at him. 


He was wearing a gold suit with a bright red tie and white shirt. He had a red tinted pair of glasses 
on that Loki had never seen before. It was immensely flashy, yet somehow fashionable and 
flattering all at once. A little tension slipped from Loki. 


Somewhere, in the back of his mind, Loki’d been worried that Tony wouldn’t bother dressing up at 
all, despite the texts Loki had sent asking him to. 


“You look lovely,” Loki said, stepping out. 
“You stole the words right from my mouth,” Tony said as Loki locked the door. 


Loki grinned. He was wearing one of his own black suits. It was a sleek cut, and the emerald green 
silk tie he wore was brand new. His suit was older and nothing like what Tony had sent before, but 
Loki hoped that Tony wouldn’t mind. “Thank you.” 


He led Tony to his car. “So,” Tony said as they got in. “Where are we headed to?” 


“The only part of the surprise I'll reveal is that we’re going to multiple places,” Loki said, a bit 
chidingly. Tony had pestered him about what the surprise was. It was pretty much the only thing 
they had talked about over text. 


“A man of many secrets,” Tony said, turning to look out the window. 


They were hardly in the car for five minutes when Loki pulled into the university parking lot. 
“We’re going to your work?” Tony asked. 


“Sort of,” Loki said. “We’re going to make an appearance at tonight’s fundraiser. I know the media 
coordinator for the university well. She promised to get some good photos of us for the website.” 
Loki parked, turning off the car. “That way you’ll have new photos for your PR team and father.” 


Loki had put a lot of thought into what Tony wanted from their deal. New photos would mean 
more evidence to keep his father off his case, and Loki trusted Darcy to do a good job. 


Tony was quiet for a moment. “I hope they get photos of my good side,” he declared. 


“All your sides are good,” Loki said placatingly. That won a huge smile out of Tony that he was 
quick to hide. Loki hadn’t realized that Tony was so susceptible to flattery. “It’s this way,” Loki 
said, starting towards the auditorium. 


Tony asked about the university as they walked, and then Loki was surprised to find Tony asking 
how much of a donation he should make. Loki firmly told him that the university didn’t need the 
money and that staff was encouraged to attend for the university’s image. “How many of these 
things do you attend a year?” Tony asked. 


“T generally don’t,” Loki said, leading Tony inside. 


“Then why—* 


“Loki!” Darcy was right at the door. She lit up like a Christmas tree when she saw them. “Well 
didn’t you bag yourself a catch? Who is this Mr. Handsome?” Darcy asked, lowering her camera as 
she leered at Tony. 


Darcy knew exactly who Tony was. They’d already discussed it. Loki couldn’t decide whether to 
laugh or be exasperated. 


“This is Tony,” Loki said as Tony was already extending his hand. 


Darcy shook it with enthusiasm. “It’s an honor to finally meet Loki’s boyfriend. You know, for a 
while there, I thought Elias was going to win him over.” 


Loki rolled his eyes. “Not a chance,” he said. Darcy knew everyone’s business, even though Loki 


had never spoken to her about it. “And it’s for the best. He and Ritvik are attached at the hip 


bed 


now. 


“Oh, I know,” Darcy said. “They make out on the park bench by the coffee shop every Thursday. 
It’s like clockwork.” 


Loki had never noticed. “I didn’t catch your name,” Tony said, smiling at Darcy. 


“Oh! Of course! I’m Darcy, media coordinator and photographer extraordinaire. I badger Loki into 
letting me abuse the library’s printer privileges.” 


Tony laughed. “I had no idea the library’s printers were in high demand.” 
“One of ours is very expensive,” Loki explained. 


Darcy nodded eagerly. “It’s the nicest one on campus and better than some of the print shops 
around here. I don’t know how somebody worked it into the library’s budget.” She said, giving 
Loki a look. 


Loki smirked. “I can only imagine it was someone that was tired of getting poor quality prints from 
the copy shop across the street.” 


“Someone who doesn’t like walking across the street when it’s hot in the summer,” Darcy said, 
like she was trying to imagine who it was. Loki could only smile at that. Many people on campus 
knew he liked to complain about the heat. 


“So,” Darcy said, “Let’s get a couple of posed photos over by the display stands, and then you 
guys just wander around for a few minutes for candids and I'll come over and show you the shots. 
I know someone wants to get out of here for a date,” she said, winking at Tony. 


“Lead the way,” Loki told her. 


Once Darcy was pleased with their photos, she waved them off with a promise to be back. Tony 
turned to Loki, but whatever he was about to say was cut off as Dean Mobius walked up. “Am I 
dreaming?” He teased Loki. 


“Possibly,” Loki allowed. 
Mobius chuckled, then turned to Tony with his hand extended. “I’m Mobius. Nice to meet you.” 


“Tony Stark.” He answered, shaking his hand. “Loki’s boyfriend.” 


The dean raised his eyebrows and smiled. “Must be some boyfriend to get Loki to come to one of 
these things. I haven’t seen him come since I was teaching history.” 


“I’m sure I’ve been to one since,” Loki said. 


“Maybe if we twisted your arm,” Mobius replied. He turned back to Tony. “Do you have your eyes 
out for new talent? We’ve always got great graduates or interns if your company wants to partner 
up on something.” 


“Mobius,” Loki complained, just as Tony spoke. 
“That’s more my dad’s department.” 


“Ah, I know,” he answered. “Can’t blame a guy for trying, though.” Loki hadn’t realized that 
Mobius knew of Tony, or that he’d tried to partner the school with Stark Industries before. 


“He’s here as my date,” Loki said. Mobius could be wonderfully crafty when he wanted to be. He 
hid it well beneath his charm. “Not for business. I wanted to show him where I work.” 


“Sure,” Mobius said, like it made perfect sense. “You should come back when our volleyball team 
gets into the finals. This place’ll be buzzing then.” 


Loki grimaced, which only made Mobius laugh. Loki hated when the campus was swarming with 
visitors and his nights at the library involved more drunks than usual. “Maybe not, then,” Mobius 
said. “Well, it was nice meeting you, Tony. Thanks for dropping by, Loki.” 


They’d hardly said their goodbyes before Bee came over to say hello, a shit eating grin on her face. 
“T heard you’ ve brought your boyfriend,” she said. 


Tony shook her hand and introduced himself. 
“Bee is the head coach,” Loki said. 
“With fifteen championship titles,” she said, annoyed. 


“Ah, yes. How could we ever forget,” Loki answered. “The Hunter with her fifteen championship 
titles.” 


“Damn right,” Bee answered. “We might even make it sixteen this year.” She set a hand on her hip. 
“Have you been to any of the games?” She asked Tony. 


“Not recently,” he said. 
“You’d better bring your boyfriend to one of the games,” she told Loki. 


Loki gave her as exasperated a look as he dared to. “If you find yourselves in need of research 
materials, then perhaps [Il come.” 


She smiled, shaking her head. “It’s free for staff and two guests to get into a game,” she told Tony. 
“Just incase you ever want to go.” 


“ll keep that in mind,” Tony said. 


She nodded. “It was great meeting you. I’m going to make my way over to the refreshments table 
before Renslayer spots me,” she said. Loki glanced across the room to see the provost looking in 
their direction. 


“Thank you for the warning,” Loki said, smiling goodbye. “The provost isn’t fond of either of us,” 
Loki said, guiding Tony in another direction. 


“That’s hard to believe,” Tony said. “You seem popular here.” 


Loki swallowed. He felt pride, but he wanted to tread carefully. “I’m good at my job,” he 
explained. That was true. 


“Why doesn’t Renslayer like you?” 


“To be fair, once you get on her bad side, you stay there. I’m not entirely sure why she doesn’t like 
me, though I do know I remind her of someone. No idea who, though.” 


“That’s weird,” Tony said. 


Loki nodded. He stopped in the middle of the room, unsure of how to stall now as he waited for 
Darcy. Tony looked back at him, then his gaze dropped to Loki’s shoulder. 


He reached over, brushing something away. “There was a fuzz,” Tony said. 
“T don’t know how that would’ ve gotten there,” Loki answered, slightly embarrassed. 
“Probably from one of your sweaters.” 


Loki stared at Tony. Then he realized that Tony was teasing him. Loki smiled, looking away. 
“They are far more comfortable than a suit.” 


“Suits look good on you,” Tony said. 
“Everything looks good on me,” Loki bantered back. He felt light with it. 


It was a relief to find that they were starting to get back to how they usually were, instead of being 
terribly awkward. He was looking forward to the rest of the date, now. 


Tony opened his mouth and then seemed to think better of it. “Well,” Tony said. “Must be easy 
when you’re handsome.” 


Loki didn’t have to think of a retort because Darcy was waving him down. “They’re great,” Darcy 
said. “Not a bad one in the bunch.” She handed Loki her camera. 


She’d even taken a photo of him smiling softly, Tony’s hand grazing his shoulder. He gave the 
camera over to Tony. 


Tony looked through all of the photos twice. Just as Loki was getting nervous that Tony didn’t like 
any of them he said, “Can you send me copies?” 


“Of course,” Darcy said. 

Tony handed her a business card. 

“She’s going to abuse that,” Loki warned him. 

“T am not,” Darcy said. “Yet. But probably. At some point.” 


“T know how to screen calls,” Tony answered. Loki grinned at him. Tony smiled back. Something 
in Loki’s chest wedged back into the right spot. 


“Noted,” Darcy said. “Pll send you links to any media that goes out with the photos.” She turned to 
Loki. “And Pll see you on Monday.” 


“You can use the printer whenever you like,” Loki said. 


“Sure, now you say that.” She smiled at him and they said their goodbyes. Loki was relieved that 
they made it out the door without anyone else coming over. 


As they walked out into the cool night air, Tony asked, “Why don’t you like going to those 
things?” 


“They’re a chore,” Loki said. “I hate standing around, awkwardly mingling with everyone.” 


“Tt didn’t seem awkward,” Tony said. Loki glanced at him and then away. Loki loathed events like 
these. 


Deciding to change the subject, Loki said, “From here we’ll go to the second surprise.” 

“Ts it dinner?” 

“There will be dinner, but not yet.” 

Their feet crunched against the gravel on the pavement. “Will you give me a hint?” Tony asked. 
Loki looked up at the sky. “I’m glad the weather is nice.” 

“Ts that a clue or are you avoiding my question?” 


Loki turned to Tony with a beguiling smile. Tony studied him for a few moments before pouting 
and turning away. “I guess I’Il find out.” 


“T suppose you will,” Loki answered. He caught the tiny smile on the corner of Tony’s mouth. 


Loki couldn’t describe how relieved he was that Tony just seemed like his usual self. Loki brushed 
his meticulously straightened hair behind his ear, biting on his lip. He’d make sure that the rest of 
the night was wonderful. 


Chapter End Notes 


Their date was getting way too long to fit into one chapter, so there's more to look 
forward to! 


Chapter 16 


Loki parked outside of the observatory. It was only fifteen minutes from campus. As they got out 
of the car, Tony hesitated. “Uh, Lo. It’s—the sign says it’s closed.” 


“To the public,” Loki said, trying not to sound too prideful. Tony’s eyes sparked with disbelief. 
Loki led him around to a side door and knocked. They were greeted by an older gentleman. “Good 
evening, Heimdall.” 


“Loki,” he answered. 


Heimdall brought them up to the telescope. “Come by my office when you leave so that I can let 
you out.” 


“Thank you,” Loki replied. 


Tony stared at Heimdall as he left, then turned to Loki. “He’s really going to just let us use the 
telescope?” 


Loki nodded. “He teaches astronomy at the university and uses the library frequently. We’ ve 
known each other for a long time.” There was no need to tell Tony that it had been easy to talk 
Heimdall into helping him in exchange for assistance finding some rare documents. Loki peered 
through the telescope and then stepped aside, gesturing towards it. “Mars is an easy find.” 


“This is a very cool connection,” Tony said, stepping up to the telescope. He didn’t look into it just 
yet. “I can’t believe you could get us a private viewing.” 


Loki shrugged. He felt like it was the very least that he could do. 


Tony turned back to the telescope, and before long they were both looking up at the sky. Tony got 
excited when he could see Saturn’s rings. He was just as giddy about the whole thing as Loki had 

hoped he would be. It was easy to start losing track of time, but eventually Loki said, ““We have to 
get going, or we’ll miss our dinner reservation.” 


“Dinner reservation,” Tony echoed. 
“Come on,” Loki said. 


Tony smiled at him. They went back to find Heimdall, and then Loki walked with hurried steps 
towards the car. They made it to the Blue Moon with a few minutes to spare. 


Loki practically held his breath as the hostess said she’d lead them to the table. He desperately 
hoped that Tony had never been on the rooftop before. They wound through the busy restaurant, 
and Loki finally dared to glance towards Tony when the hostess opened a side door to show them 
up a winding staircase. 


He seemed intrigued. That was a good sign. 


Just as Casey had said, there were three tables out on the terrace. Two were occupied, but Loki and 
Tony had the furthest one. A candle flickered on their table. Ivy covered the overhanging pergola, 
large string lights hanging from the beams. Beyond the rooftop, the city sprawled outwards. 


“T had no idea this was up here,” Tony said as they took their seats. 


Loki wanted to collapse with relief. He’d wanted to find something new for Tony more than 
anything. 


“One of my coworkers told me about it,” Loki said. The waiter was there to take their orders. Loki 
ordered wine and a pasta dish while Tony ordered a burger and soda. They sat in silence for a 
moment, listening to the gentle thrum of the traffic in the city below. 


“Are there any more surprises tonight?” 
Loki shook his head. “This was the last one.” 


“Impressive,” Tony said. He leaned back in his chair, his gaze on the guardrail. “This is wonderful, 
and I’m having a great time, but you didn’t have to call in favors.” 


“You can tell,” Loki said, far more statement than question. 
Tony nodded. “If the observatory wasn’t obvious, you’ ve got Darcy wrapped around your finger.” 
“That’s not so hard to do,” Loki said lightly. “She does genuinely love that printer.” 


Tony took off his glasses. “Well,” he said, folding them before slipping them into his breast 
pocket. “I’d say you definitely made it up to me.” 


Loki squeezed his knee under the table as he stared at Tony. His attention was on the city lights, 
the faint breeze catching in his short brown hair. He had no idea how Loki’s heart had been doing 
somersaults with worry all week. “I should apologize again,” Loki said. “I never should’ve drank 
so much.” Loki knitted his hands together in his lap. “I feel terrible about what happened.” 


“T can’t exactly judge you for drinking,” Tony said. He rubbed the back of his neck. “I’ve had 
more than my fair share of black out drunk nights, but the worst was when my best friend joined 
the air force and got stationed overseas. I knew, logically, that I’d see him again, but we used to 
spend every day together. It was hard to say goodbye.” Tony quietly chuckled. “I threw up all over 
my bathroom. The cleanup was atrocious.” 


“Ts he still overseas?” Loki asked. 


“Oh, yeah. Rhodey’s in Germany now. He’s been working his way up the ranks. I’m really proud 
of him.” Tony’s smile turned softer. “We still video chat sometimes, but it’s hard living in different 
time zones with busy lives.” He glanced over at Loki, then away towards the city again. “He’d like 
you a lot.” 


Knowing that Tony had made similar mistakes relieved Loki of some of his embarrassment, but he 
also couldn’t remember if Tony had mentioned Rhodey before or not. Tony seemed to have a lot of 
friends. “Have you told him about our arrangement?” 


“No,” Tony said. “I haven’t told anyone about our arrangement.” 


The waiter arrived with their drinks and promised that their meals would be out shortly. Loki 
twirled the glass in his hands, then set it on the table without taking a sip. “Thank you,” Loki 
decided. 


“Loki, really, that night wasn’t the end of the world. You don’t have to keep apologizing or 
thanking me for that, or for keeping up our deal.” He took a sip of his coke. I mean, we agreed, 
right?” 


“Well, yes.” Loki couldn’t argue with the logic in that. “But you—Tony, you cleaned a stranger’s 
vomit out of my hair.” It embarrassed him to recall. “Of course I feel sorry,” Loki said quietly. 


“Well I don’t.” Tony took another drink, then set his glass down. 


Loki took a breath in. It seemed like he was making Tony tense, and that hadn’t been his intention 
at all. “What I mean to say is—” Loki licked his lips. “No one’s ever been that nice.” He blushed, 
eyebrows pointing down in frustration at himself as he squinted up at the stars instead. It was so 
impossibly difficult and embarrassing to say out loud, but he wanted Tony to understand why he 
was grateful. He didn’t understand why Tony shrugged it off. 


“You’ve never been that drunk before though, right? So no one’s had the chance to be that nice,” 
Tony said. 


Loki frowned. “That’s not what I mean.” Loki breathed in slowly. “It was just exceptionally kind, 
Tony. Of course I’m sorry that you had to clean vomit out of my hair and see—me be a—mess.” 


Tony made a soft sound that Loki didn’t fully catch, and then Tony was shifting in his seat. He 
cleared his throat. “I mean,” Tony said awkwardly. “It’s kind of nice to see that you can be human 
too.” 


Loki couldn’t examine what that meant. If he did, he’d get lightheaded. Surely Tony didn’t regard 
him in such high esteem. “What makes you think I’m not a god?” Loki quipped. 


Tony laughed. “You know, before I got to know you, I had no idea you could be so snarky.” 
“Well if you listened to Thor, it would be as if I had horns sometimes.” 


Tony smiled, looking away. “He doesn’t complain that much.” Tony scratched the back of his 
head. “How is Thor doing with the whole us dating thing? I haven’t really talked to him about it.” 


Loki relaxed, mollified by the relief it brought him to not have his family’s quiet concern or 
disapproval. “He’s happy. He’s remarked that he should’ ve introduced us sooner, but I reminded 
him we had met.” Loki smiled. “If he wants to play matchmaker again, I’m sure he’ Il have 
furniture that needs to be assembled.” The breeze blew his hair against his cheek. “He’s hopeless.” 


The waiter had arrived with their food. They settled in and took a few bites before Loki asked, 
“How have your friends been about it?” 


“They’re good,” Tony said. “Natasha especially. She thinks we’re a cute couple.” 


“She and Clint have a nice family.” Loki ate a forkful of pasta, quietly wishing he could spend an 
afternoon with Tony and everyone there again. The barbecue had been a lot of fun. 


Tony dipped a fry in his ketchup. “I actually told her about the whole earring thing. She helped me 
look at it from another perspective.” 


Loki didn’t dare to look up from his plate. Of course, Tony could talk to his friends about things, 
but Natasha was especially astute. He hoped that she hadn’t condemned him for overreacting. 


“Tt sucked seeing you that upset,” Tony said, his voice an unfamiliar mix of serious and gentle. “At 
first I was kind of mad because I didn’t do anything wrong, but now that I’ve slept on it, I don’t 
think you did either. We just misunderstood each other, and I feel terrible that I made you feel bad 
with the clothes and my mother.” 


“T know you didn’t mean to,” Loki said. This part was easy to answer. He’d believed Tony’s 
explanation. “And I loved getting the clothes, up until I found it.” Loki’s hands vanished beneath 
the table as he squeezed the fingers of his left hand with his right. “I can’t imagine that I'll ever 
want to return those boots you gave me.” 


“Keep them!” Tony said, so enthusiastic and lighthearted that Loki looked over. Tony was smiling. 
“All that stuffs yours. I bought it for you.” 


“Thank you,” Loki said, pushing his hair back behind his ear. He picked his fork up. “I'll be the 
most fashionable librarian at work.” 


“Aren’t you already?” Tony teased. 


Loki frowned at him in disbelief before eating a forkful of pasta. “You know,” Tony said. “Maybe 
you ll have to buy me some sweaters. I don’t think I have any.” 


“T could certainly help with that,” Loki said. Tony took a large bite of his burger. He seemed to be 
in a great mood. Loki relaxed as he recognized that their date was going well. It truly did feel like 
they were back in sync again. “Although you may never want to return to your suits once you 
realize how comfortable they are.” 


“Even if that happens, there’s no way my dad would let me show up to work in a comfy sweater,” 
Tony said lightheartedly. He grabbed another few fries. 


Loki could picture the scandal already. As he did, Tony’s remark about showing up to work in his 
boxers popped into his mind. 


“What’s so funny?” Tony asked. 


Loki hadn’t realized he was smiling. “I was just picturing you going to work in a sweater and heart 
print boxers, like your dream.” 


Tony laughed. “That would be a sight to behold.” Loki’s chest was lighter. “We’ll have to make 
sure my sweater matches with them.” 


Loki nodded, still smiling as he took a sip of his wine. 


A breeze blew across the patio, the string lights above them swaying and casting their halos in 
different directions. 


Tony had finished his burger and was ignoring the last few fries as he watched Loki. Glancing 
down at his plate, Loki went to finish his last few bites of pasta. When he was done, Tony was 
holding his soda, a smile on the corner of his mouth. 


The waiter returned and they ordered dessert. Shortly, chocolate cakes and coffee were placed in 
front of them. 


Tony cut out a bite of cake with his fork, but didn’t move to eat it. Loki already had a mouthful. It 
was sinfully good. 


“Loki,” Tony said slowly. “You don’t have to tell me if you’re not comfortable or you don’t want 
to, but I’m curious. I know you haven’t been in a relationship, but have you ever been with 
anybody?” 


Loki stared down at his plate. 


In the beginning, he hadn’t wanted to tell Tony anything. He hadn’t trusted Tony, but now—it felt 
easy to tell Tony,. “Not—voluntarily. I haven’t exactly—” Loki licked his lips, then caught a 
glimpse of the worry on Tony’s face and backpedaled to explain. 


“Tt wasn’t that bad. In high school,” Loki said. “There was a group of girls where one of them had a 
crush on me, and I had no idea who she was. I turned her down when she asked, and then she and 
her friends started cornering me. Taking my things, grabbing me in the hallways, that sort of 
thing.” 


Loki smiled unhappily recalling it. “The original girl pushed me against a locker and kissed me one 
day with her friends blocking me in. It was right by one of the teacher’s doorways, and they didn’t 
say a thing. It wasn’t until the bell rang that they let me go.” 


He reached for his coffee, wrapping his hands around the cup. “Shortly after that I started setting 
off stink bombs in and around her locker. It was easy to get away with, and I made it easy for her to 
work out that it was me. Her crush ended with that.” Loki blew a strand of hair away from his face. 
“T don’t know what she was hoping to achieve. Maybe she thought persistence would win me 
over.” 


Loki pursed his lips as he stared into his coffee. It was easier to tell Tony this story, knowing that 
while his story wasn’t at all on the same level as what Tony had been through, in some way, he 
would understand. “Truthfully, that’s the only physical contact I’ve had with someone. I was fairly 
withdrawn in high school, and college.” 


Tony shifted in his chair and Loki finally looked his direction. His sympathy was so strong that 
Loki hurried to take a sip of his coffee, unable to to hold his gaze. “Loki, that’s awful. I’m so 
sorry.” 


Loki shrugged. “It could’ve been much worse.” 


“That doesn’t make it right,” Tony said. Loki took a bite of his cake. “Is that why you haven’t had 
a relationship?” Tony asked, clearly trying to be delicate. 


Loki shook his head. “I thought I would, but the pieces just never came together.” 
Tony stared at his plate as he took a bite. 


It had been easier to be honest with Tony than Loki had expected. After a bit Tony asked, “If you 
could date anyone, who would it be? Does—gender matter?” 


“T don’t think so,” Loki said, latching his thoughts onto the second part of the question. “I’ve 
always considered myself rather fluid in my own gender. So when it comes to dating, I don’t think 
it would matter, but—I can’t say I’ve had much desire to act on.” He took a shallow breath in. “Just 
curiosity.” 


“About sex?” 
Loki nodded. 


Honestly sharing everything at once left him feeling raw, but it didn’t make him panic the way it 
once would have. Loki focused on his cake, trying not to wolf it down in one bite. He didn’t want 
to see how Tony had reacted to anything he’d said, even though he’d wanted to be truthful with 
him. 


Tony wasn’t hurrying to speak. Loki knew he was thinking it over and trying to be delicate. Loki 


appreciated that. He was used to being spoken over or the other person rushing to fill the silence 
with their opinion. 


“What are you curious about?” Tony asked. He set his coffee cup down. “Because, like, I could 
answer almost anything. I’m not shy about talking about it.” 


A genuine smile lit up Loki’s face. With some amusement he said, “I appreciate that.” Loki set his 
fork down. Another time, he might’ ve contemplated stealing what was rest of Tony’s cake. “It’s 
not so much curiosity about specific things and more that, how would / feel about experiencing it? 
I’ve never cared much for labeling my preferences.” 


Loki glanced at Tony, then away. 


He ran his fingers through his hair. He figured it was fair for Tony to ask. They’d become friends, 
and Loki didn’t want to hide who he was anymore. 


Tony took a long sip of his coffee. His gold suit caught the lights from above them, making Tony 
stand out, as if he wasn’t naturally effervescent. His warm brown eyes drifted over to Loki. He 
realized he’d been staring. “What’re you thinking about?” Tony asked. 


The question took Loki by surprise. He was answering before he could think better of it. “That I 
wish I knew someone like you to try it with and see what I’d like.” Loki blushed from 
embarrassment, realizing he’d put Tony in an awkward position. “I apologize. It’s just that I feel 
safe with you,” Loki tried to explain. “So I—I didn’t mean to be out of line and make you 
uncomfortable,” Loki said, attempting to get his foot out of his mouth. Tony had gone a little wide- 
eyed. 


Tony swallowed. Loki’s heart began to pound. He’d really crossed the line. “I’m so sorry. I was 
inappropriate,” Loki said, panicking. He’d worked so hard to turn things around, and then he’d 
gone and fucked it up. 


“No, I’d—if you wanted to, Loki, ’d—” Tony coughed, covering his mouth with his fist. He took 
in a deep breath. Tony spoke towards the table. “I mean, you know I like sex. I wouldn’t mind 
experimenting with you, if that’s what you wanted.” 


Shock settled over Loki. It took him a moment to recover, and he didn’t respond until Tony started 
to frown, looking like he wanted to take it all back. “I would,” Loki said. “If you wanted to, Tony, 
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yes. 
Tony gave him a shy, hopeful smile. 


Tony had always been open about liking sex. Loki figured that it really shouldn’t come as a 
surprise to him that Tony was open to it, but he realized that Tony was the first person he’d truly 
been open to. 


“T would really like that,” Loki added quietly. 
Tony nodded, seemingly unable to speak. 


Loki raked his nails against his scalp. “I swear I didn’t intend to bring this up,” Loki said. “It’s just, 
I know you’ve been curious about me and my preferences, and I wanted to tell you the truth. And 
then—I just—spoke.” 


Tony shook his head. He reached for his coffee and drank the rest of it in one go. Loki wasn’t sure 
if he was trying to calm himself or just thirsty. “No, I appreciate it, Loki. It, I mean, it makes more 


sense now, why you’re single. You’re a good looking guy. I’m sure anyone would want to date 


boo) 


you. 


“T don’t think I would want to date just anyone,” Loki admitted. He was picky, and he knew it. He 
squeezed his hands together. “You really wouldn’t mind experimenting with me? You can say 
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no. 
Tony shook his head. “It’s an enthusiastic yes, Loki.” He looked away, his cheeks a bit flushed. 


Loki nodded. He couldn’t quite believe the turn of events. He wasn’t ready to do anything tonight, 
though. It was too sudden. 


“Tony, I'd like some time to think about what I'd like. Would—may we try next weekend?” 
“That’s your birthday weekend,” Tony thought out loud. 
Loki gave him a small smile. “That can be my gift then?” 


He meant it pragmatically, but Tony was already shaking his head. “I’ve already got your gift 
picked out.” 


“You don’t have to—” 
“__T want to!” 


Loki smiled. He couldn’t fully believe that he’d been comfortable enough to ask Tony what he had, 
or that Tony had agreed. 


“Then save my gifts for my actual birthday?” Loki asked. “I don’t want to be anticipating what 
we’re going to do while we’re out to dinner with my family.” 


“That is smart thinking,” Tony eagerly agreed. 


Loki nodded, smiling. “Thank you, Tony.” He meant it from the bottom of his heart. He stopped 
before it got too weird. “I suppose this will make us the most convincing fake couple,” Loki joked. 


Tony choked on his soda. He coughed, blinking away tears. “I guess,” he agreed. 
Loki smiled at him just as the waiter arrived with their bill. 


After Loki paid, he took them home. They were quieter on the way back, but it was a comfortable 
silence. When they got out at Loki’s house, they stopped beside their cars. “I had a great time,” 
Tony said. Thanks for putting all of this together, Loki.” 


“Thanks for taking care of me last weekend,” Loki said. “I'll see you next weekend?” 


Tony stared at him for a moment. Loki couldn’t read his expression. Tony nodded. “Next 
weekend,” he agreed, grinning. “Night, Lo.” 


“Good night, Tony.” 


Loki went inside, then watched as Tony’s car pulled away. It wasn’t until he was completely alone 
that he put his hands to his face, amazed at how bold he’d been. 


Chapter 17 


Tony had not, not even his wildest dreams, imagined that the date with Loki would go in the 
direction that it had. 


He hadn’t been prepared for Loki’s raw honesty, or his hopeful hinting. When he’d said that Tony 
made him feel safe, Tony’s chest had melted. Loki was just so lovable sometimes. 


Tony took a deep breath. He held Loki’s birthday gift in one hand. The other was nervously 
fiddling with his tie. He wasn’t sure why he’d dressed up. Perhaps it was his own personal armor. 


All week, Tony had been trying not to get his hopes up on what sex with Loki would mean. On one 
hand, Tony yearned for it. He’d been aching for Loki for a good while now. There was no shortage 
of fantasies about Loki in his mind. 


Tony stood before Loki’s front door. He hadn’t rung the bell just yet. The porch was a wash of 
yellow light in the evening, a moth fluttering against one of the iron caged lights. 


Rationally, he knew that for Loki, this was experimental. Loki wanted to try it with him because he 
was comfortable. There was every possibility that Loki wouldn’t like any of it. 


Tony was afraid of being hurt at the end of it, but he knew he would wonder for the rest of his life 
if he didn’t say yes. 


Brushing a hand through his hair, Tony took another deep breath. Dinner with Loki’s family hadn’t 
been as awkward as he’d been dreading. It had gone rather well. He’d just seen Loki yesterday, so 
he shouldn’t be so nervous. 


Tony reached for the doorbell, then stopped. 


He’d offered to book a nice hotel as Loki’s birthday gift, but Loki had said he’d feel more at ease 
in his own home. He’d suggested takeout and talking things through more in person. Tony knew he 
was a bit of a homebody. It still felt like things weren’t grand enough, but Tony knew that was just 
his own preferences. He’d switched up all of his original plans for Loki’s birthday. 


Tony glanced down at the two bags he was holding, then back at the front door. He was excited. 
He was nervous. He reached for the doorbell, steeling himself this time, and pushed. 


He heard Loki’s footsteps. 


The front door swung open. Loki was wearing his thick black glasses, his hair pulled back in a 
messy bun. The striped black and white sweater was new, though. Loki’s collar bones peeked out 
from beneath the wide collar. He gave Tony a small, shy smile before something more chiding and 
sassy took over. “Why are you dressed up? I thought we’d agreed to stay in.” 


“What? I can’t get dressed up to celebrate your birthday?” Tony smiled. “Are you going to let me 
in? It’s kinda cold out here.” 


Loki stepped back from the door, eyes downcast and a bit nervous. He straightened as he shut the 
door behind Tony, though. Tony set the bags down to take off his shoes. “You really didn’t have to 
bring a gift,” Loki said. 


“Stop saying that,” Tony complained. He’d told Loki several times that he was getting a gift. “And 


one of them has to be refrigerated, unless you want to eat dessert first.” 


“You brought cake?” Excitement crept into Loki’s voice. Tony hid his smile as he put his shoes 
away. 


“From that bakery you’ve talked about,” Tony said. Loki eagerly extended his hand. Tony handed 
him the bag from the bakery, unable to hide his smile any longer. “Has dinner arrived yet?” 


“Yes,” Loki said. “I thought we could eat in the kitchen.” 


Tony followed after him, relieved to find that the kitchen still felt homey, despite their awkward 
conversation there the morning after Loki’s drinking. Loki put the cake bag away and took sushi 
out from the fridge. He’d already set the table. 


Tony wanted to say something about how Loki should set candles on the table, then thought better 
of it. 


Loki brought out sparkling waters for them, then sat down beside Tony. “Happy birthday,” Tony 
said, holding up his can to cheers. 


Loki’s can clinked against his, pushing it gently into Tony’s palm. “Thank you.” 
“What'd you get up to today?” Tony asked, picking up his chopsticks. 


Loki pressed a hand against his glasses. “I went to a few used bookstores and then went for a walk 
at the botanical garden.” Tony had wanted to take the day off work, but his dad hadn’t been willing 
to let him out of a meeting, and Loki had insisted that Tony would be bored browsing bookshops 
anyway. Secretly, Tony knew Loki was right. “I may have to buy another bookshelf,” Loki said. 


“There’s room,” Tony said. Loki nodded, swiftly picking up a california roll. The anticipation was 
already killing Tony. “Do you want to talk about tonight now or wait until after dessert?” 


Loki’s shoulders relaxed. “Now,” he said. He pursed his lips in thought, frowning at the table. 
“T’ve actually wanted to ask you what you think is best to try first.” 


“There isn’t one specific thing you want to try for sure?” Tony asked, surprised. 


Loki shook his head. He grabbed one of his arms, worrying his thumb against his sweater. “I 
imagine it’s all going to be rather a lot.” 


It was easier for Tony to talk about than he’d initially thought. As excited and nervous as he was 
about this, talking about sex came naturally to him. “I mean, for me personally, getting totally 
naked with someone else was more overwhelming than any of the sexual stuff the first time, 
actually. And some people feel more comfortable if they’re still wearing something, like socks or a 
necklace or whatever. So if you want to keep something on, you can. There aren’t rules,” Tony 
said. 


He wondered if Loki would feel more at ease that way. He’d been awfully shy in Thor’s bedroom 
the time the drink had spilled on his shirt. 


“But, I mean, if you’re not set on penetration, I don’t know that I’d recommend it the first time. 
More can go wrong and it can be uncomfortable. It’s like there’s more pressure,” Tony tried to 
explain. “And sex can be fun. There’s so much you can do. It doesn’t have to be a certain way or 
doing a certain thing.” 


Loki nodded, eating his sushi. He seemed to be thinking it over. 
“What are you most curious about? “Tony asked. He was dying to know. 


Loki swallowed his food. He licked his lips, then looked at Tony. His eyes were sharp and alert, 
thoughtful. “Truthfully, I’m most curious about what my reaction will be.” He grasped another roll 
with his chopsticks. “Though to be perfectly honest, I’ve never really understood the appeal of a 
blowjob.” 


“Really?” Tony exclaimed before he could tamper his reaction down. Luckily, it seemed to have 
amused Loki. He turned away with laughter in his eyes, trying to hide it from Tony. “It’s—it’s— 
why not?” 


“Well,” Loki said, setting his chopsticks down. “The idea of teeth and someone gagging around 
me aren’t particularly appealing, and the idea of putting my mouth near piss and the taste of come 
isn’t particularly appealing either. There’s no pretending that come doesn’t look like snot and taste 
terrible.” 


Loki was so matter of fact about it that Tony was amused. “I mean, that’s all a fair point,” he 
admitted. 


Glancing at him, Loki asked with interest, “What do you like about it?” 


Tony had to think it over. “Like, the sounds, and the way the other person is totally into you. I 
mean, it sort of depends on who is doing it by a lot. It’s not any fun when you can tell the other 
person is bored.” Tony scratched his beard. “And some people are really into it. I like it when it 
feels like they’re super into you.” Tony reached for his drink. “And there’s a lot you can do with 
your mouth.” 


Loki ate another california roll. He toyed with the bottle of soy sauce. Tony wasn’t sure what he 
was thinking. “Is there anything you definitely don’t want to do?” Tony asked. 


“T rather think that sounding and whips are off the table today.” 


Tony stared at him in disbelief. When he caught Loki’s amused eye, he burst into laughter. “You 
got me for a second there,” Tony said. “How do you know...?” 


“Please,” Loki said, rolling his eyes. “Just because I haven’t done it myself doesn’t mean I don’t 
know things.” 


Tony’s pulse sped up. “I have to admit, Lo, I haven’t tried all that much kink.” He wasn’t 
unfamiliar, of course. Natasha talked about it often. “I’m kind of vanilla.” 


There was surprise on Loki’s face. “I’m just prolific,” Tony clarified. 


Loki smiled. He shook his head a little, then finished off the rest of the sushi on his plate. Tony 
hurried to take a few bites and get caught up. 


“We can just see where things go,” Loki said, poking his fingernail against his drink can with some 
embarrassment. “I’m open to what you think would be best.” Loki’s hand stilled. “You know 
more.” 


It was practical. Tony reminded himself that this was an experiment for Loki, and that he’d wanted 
to be the one to introduce Loki to it, regardless of how it turned out in the end. 


“Ok.” Tony smiled at him. He finished off his plate. Loki took their dishes, standing from the 
table. 


“I’m excited to see what you got for the cake,” Loki said, taking the bag from the fridge. 
“There’s a candle in there,” Tony said. 
Loki glanced over at him. “You have to make a birthday wish,” Tony explained. 


A soft smile that Tony didn’t fully understand appeared on Loki’s face. “Ill have to grab a lighter 
from the front room.” As he went to fetch it, Tony walked over to the counter. 


Loki had taken the cake out of the box. It was a petite chocolate cake, expertly made with beautiful 
chocolate decorations along the sides. Tony took the golden candle from the bag and set it in the 
center. 


Loki returned quickly, smiling at him as he went to light the candle. “I had no idea you were a 
pyro,” Tony said, noting the glee in Loki’s eyes at the flame. 


“Only with candles,” Loki said. “I’ve never burned this place down.” 


Tony chuckled. Loki stood tall, staring at the cake. Before Tony could make a quip about singing 
happy birthday to him, Loki leaned forward and blew out the candle. 


“What'd you wish for?” 
“Tf I tell you, it won’t come true,” Loki answered. 


“Fine, fine,” Tony said. Loki cut the cake and they returned to their spots at the table. Tony 
watched as Loki took the first bite, slowly drawing the fork from his mouth in pure delight. Tony 
could scarcely believe that he might have those lips on him soon. 


Tony wanted to touch every inch of Loki’s skin. He wanted to grasp Loki’s hips in his hands and 
draw his thumbs over his hipbones. He’d wondered how well endowed Loki was. He wanted to 
know everything. 


Forcing himself to focus, Tony took a bite. The cake was velvety and rich. “This is my favorite 
cake that they make,” Loki said. “Did you know?” 


Tony shook his head. “It was chocolate, so I figured.” 


Loki smiled. The light caught on his glasses. He scooped up another huge bite with his fork. “I do 
think it’s my weakness.” 


“Yeah, I was surprised they didn’t order chocolate for you last night.” 


Loki shrugged. Had he picked the wide necked sweater on purpose? All Tony could think about 
was those collarbones. He wanted to bite Loki’s shoulder. “My family always orders the 
cheesecake from there when we go for someone’s birthday.” 


Tony nodded, taking another bite of cake. “It’s my favorite place to go to,” Loki said. He sipped at 
his drink. “Thor usually picks to go there too.” 


“I’m surprised that you two agree on something,” Tony teased. 


“We have our moments,” Loki answered, smiling. 


It took Loki hardly any time at all to finish his slice. Tony was trying to hurry. He kept getting 
distracted by his thoughts. Loki sipped at his drink, then glanced at Tony with bright eyes. He 
looked away, and then back. 


Tony wished he knew what Loki was thinking. 
He hoped that Loki was imagining him naked. 
“Can I open the gift you got me?” 


Tony hurried to swallow. “Yes.” Loki reached across the table with an excitement that made Tony 
feel tender towards him. “It’s nothing crazy,” Tony warned. “I know you said not to do anything 
outrageous.” 


Loki pulled back the tissue paper. From the bag he drew out a candle, reading light clip, chunky 
knit socks, a set of metal bookmarks, and a curved wooden arc. 


“Tt’s a book page holder,” Tony said. “And the candle is supposed to smell like old books.” 


Loki cradled the page holder in his hand. “I have always wanted to get one of these.” He set it on 
the table, a genuine smile lifting the corner of his mouth. “Tony, this is above and beyond 
wonderful. Thank you.” 


Tony shrugged. “Happy birthday, Lo.” 
Loki stared at the small pile of gifts like they were the post precious thing in the world. 
Tony was relieved that he liked it. He took a sip from his drink. 


He had this reoccurring fantasy of Loki sitting naked in the middle of plush white sheets, his skin 
flushed pink, his glasses on as he stared coyly upwards. He loved imaging Loki’s face coming 
undone as he orgasmed, and Loki’s fingers digging in against his back. 


When Tony looked over, he found that Loki had been watching him. Loki gave him a small smile. 


“Tf it’s all the same to you, Id like to go upstairs now.” Loki reached for his hair tie. “Rather than 
awkwardly waiting,” he added, gaze drifting towards the table. 


“Td like that,” Tony answered. 


They said nothing as they climbed the stairs, though Loki glanced back over his shoulder at Tony 
once. He said nothing, and Tony’s heart skipped a few beats. 


Loki pushed open the door to his room. 


“Woah,” Tony said. “You totally reorganized in here.” The piles of books, mementos, and odds 
and ends were gone. Instead, the room was orderly and the bed was freshly made. 


“T just cleaned it,” Loki countered. 


“Tt looks nice,” Tony said, his heart pounding faster. 


Loki walked to his nightstand and pulled his glasses off, carefully folding them before setting them 
down. “Can you see without those?” Tony asked. He sounded genuinely concerned. 


“T’m near sighted,” Loki said. “I'll be fine.” He sat on the edge of the bed. “I suppose it’s the 
outcome of a lifetime spent reading books and computer screens.” 


Tony crawled onto the bed, then sat a couple feet away from him. 
Loki’s heart was pounding. He had no idea what he was supposed to do. 


Tony must’ ve seen it on his face, because that beautiful, gentle smile Loki loved appeared. “Let’s 
just start with a kiss, alright?” 


Loki nodded. He bit his lip as Tony inched closer. His cologne was heady, with musk and spice 
notes. He hadn’t really noticed it at all downstairs. Tony’s hand curled around his neck and Loki 
stilled, his world tunneling in on Tony, oddly reassured. 


Tony’s lips were soft. It was like that night at the club, except this time Tony didn’t pull away. 
Loki didn’t want him to. Tony kissed him until Loki gasped for a breath, panting. His face felt like 
it was on fire. 


Tony’s eyes were bright. Loki hadn’t expected Tony to look so happy. 


Tony leaned in again and this time Loki was ready. Tony’s beard tickled against his skin, but he 
didn’t care. When Tony’s other hand set on his hip, Loki grabbed Tony’s suit jacket to hold onto. 


He was lightheaded in the best possible way. He hadn’t expected to feel a rush just from this. 


When Tony’s tongue pressed against his lips, he didn’t have to think. He let Tony in, amazed at 
how the world seemed to suddenly spin around Tony and the cottony feeling clouding his mind. 


Loki started to lean backwards, then caught himself when he realized there was nothing but air. 
He’d caught his balance on Tony’s suit jacket. Tony caught himself against the bed, his chest 
bumping into Loki’s. 


Tony started to move, then paused when Loki didn’t react. 


“T can put my back to headboard if it’Il make you more comfortable,” Tony said. “Or one of us can 
lay against the bed.” 


Loki scooted back on the bed, grabbing another of his pillows to prop himself up more against the 
headboard. “I like this way,” Loki breathed out. He stared at Tony, fervently wishing he’d kiss him 
again. Tony studied him for a moment before leaning back in, his kiss more heated this time. 


Loki wasn’t sure how long they stayed like that. Tony encouraged him to let his hands wander. He 
shrugged off the suit jacket and yanked off his tie. Loki didn’t know what it was about watching 
Tony grasp his tie and pull it off, but he liked it. 


Tony’s shoulders were warm. He let out breathy sounds when Loki’s hands explored his back. At 
first Loki had stopped, unsure, but Tony had only pulled back to grin at him. “I like your hands on 
me.” 

Loki flushed. He didn’t know what to say. He only eagerly tilted his head for Tony’s kiss to return, 
then made an inhuman sound when Tony drew back and pressed a kiss to his neck instead. Tony’s 
tongue followed his pulse downwards. Loki felt like he was burning all over. When Tony gently 
sucked at his collarbone, Loki moaned, then slapped a hand to his lips. 


“Sorry,” he mumbled out as Tony looked at him. 


“Ts the sound embarrassing?” Tony guessed. 

Loki winced. “A bit.” 

Tony gave him a closed lip smile. “Hearing the sounds people make is one of my favorite parts.” 
“Really?” 

“Really,” Tony said. 


Loki supposed he should have known. Tony returned to the same spot and Loki gasped. He hadn’t 
expected such strong reactions from himself. When Tony started to pull away, Loki’s grip on his 
arms tightened. “I like that spot,” he said. 


Tony chuckled. He returned to it immediately. Loki’s toes curled. He bent his knee up, dropping 
his head back against the headboard and moaning as Tony’s teeth teased over the soft curve of 
bone before he sucked at the juncture of his neck and shoulder. 


Then Tony pulled back. 
He undid the first couple buttons of his shirt. 


Loki grasped his sweater and peeled it off one solid motion. Tony’s face turned more pink. He 
stared openly at Loki’s chest. 


Loki looked away. He knew he was thin and pale, but he hoped there was still something appealing 
about him to Tony. 


Tony had been with so many people. Surely Loki couldn’t compete with them all, let alone most of 
them. 


Loki grasped at his jeans button. “It’s ok if you want to go slow,” Tony said. “You don’t have to 


““__T want to before I lose the nerve,” Loki admitted. Tony moved to give him room, and Loki’s 
heart beat so fast he was dizzy with it as he peeled his clothes off until there was nothing left. 
Tony’s eyes were glued to him. He hadn’t moved to take anything off, and Loki worried he’d done 
things out of order. “Was I—should I—* He didn’t know what to say. 


Tony’s pupils seemed larger, or maybe Loki was just imagining it. “Can I touch you now?” 


Loki quirked an eyebrow, even as he knew his face was flushed. He’d noticed how Tony’s gaze 
had locked onto his hard cock. “That is why we are here,” Loki said. 


Tony breathed out a laugh, then pressed forward, kissing Loki’s lips first in a way that made him 
moan. Tony’s hands swept down Loki’s sides. He gasped at the sensation, realizing all over again 
how fully bare he was. 


Tony bent down to lave his tongue over one nipple, before he sucked rather hard on it. Loki 
groaned, arching forward. He gasped in a breath as Tony blew a warm breath against it, then went 
and did the same on the other side. “I wasn’t expecting that,” Loki muttered. 


Tony gave him a cheeky look. “Do you like it, though?” 


Loki smirked, looking away. “Obviously.” 


Tony’s hands grasped his hips. His thumbs stroked Loki’s hipbones, and a fresh wave of heat 
swept through Loki as Tony’s mouth played at his shoulder instead. 


It felt amazing, and overwhelming, and suddenly Loki was struck with guilt. “Shouldn’t I be doing 
something for you?” He asked aloud. 


The look on Tony’s face was incredulous, but he smiled all the same as he looked up at Loki. “If I 
need something, Ill ask. Trust me.” 


Loki frowned. He believed Tony, but his attention fell back on Tony’s shirt. 


Part of him wanted it to stay because it made things feel like they were going slower, made the 
anticipation a little easier to bear. The other part of him was curious about what laid beneath. 


“Do you want to take off my shirt?” Tony offered. 
Loki swallowed. “Is it that obvious?” He asked. 


Tony broke into laughter. “Kind of?” Loki hadn’t returned the laughter, unsure of Tony’s intention. 
“T like it,” Tony said, breathless. “So, do you want to?” 


Loki reached forward. He did. He really did. 


The first button on Tony’s dress shirt slipped easily beneath his fingers. The fabric was warm with 
Tony’s body heat, and the scent of his cologne had only gotten stronger. Now Loki could make out 
the very human smell beneath it, only mildly masked beneath the artificial scents. 


Tony’s chest was more built than Loki expected. He had soft, muscular abs beneath the dark hair 
on his chest that started around his sternum and grew thicker as it trailed below Tony’s jeans. 
When he’d pulled the shirt open, Loki ran a curious hand through it. 


It was different from his own. There was a shallow scar by Tony’s belly button. Loki’s brows 
furrowed. “Did you have a belly button piercing?” 


Tony leaned forward as if in an awkward attempt to cover his stomach. “Yeah,” he said, smiling 
self-consciously. “I thought it was cool in my early twenties.” He shrugged off his shirt sleeves as 
he said, “It’s been closed up for ages, though.” 


“T would’ ve liked to see that,” Loki said lightly, finding that he really meant it. 


When he glanced back up at Tony, Tony’s expression was both electrified and embarrassed. Loki 
wondered if he shouldn’t have said anything about it. “Can I pull you down onto the bed?” Tony 
asked. “Or if you want to be over me...” 


Loki considered it before deciding that he didn’t want to feel pressured by being over Tony and 
limiting his movement. 


Wordlessly, Loki moved towards the middle of the bed and sank down, his heart pounding in his 
ears. It felt more real all over again. He went still as Tony pulled off his dress slacks and tossed 
them on the floor with his shirt. 


He wanted to do this with Tony. He wanted it with Tony more than anyone ever, but he still felt 
relieved when he saw that Tony had left his boxers on. “I was overheating in that,” Tony said. 


Loki went a little wide-eyed as Tony straddled him. “You okay?” Tony asked. 


Nodding, Loki pressed his lips together. He was grateful when Tony waited, letting him get his 
thoughts together. “I just needed a moment.” 


Tony bent down to kiss him, and this time Loki dared to run his fingers through Tony’s hair. Tony 
moaned. Loki paused, surprised, then realized he understood why Tony had said he liked the 
sounds. He did it again. 


Tony’s eyes were foggier when he pulled back this time. Loki’d had no idea that someone could be 
so sensitive to having their scalp combed through by fingernails. Tony shuffled down further, 
returning to his nipples again before pressing a few kisses to his belly. 


Loki didn’t care for that, but when Tony’s warm breath drifted past his cock, the whole world 
turned around Tony again. 


Tony didn’t touch him there, though. He pressed kisses to and sucked at Loki’s hipbones, and Loki 
squirmed against the bed at the proximity. He didn’t know what he wanted Tony to do, but then 
Tony’s teeth grazed over his thigh and he flinched. 


Tony glanced up. 
“Weird,” Loki breathed. 
“Feels weird?” 


Loki smiled in confirmation. Tony rested his head against Loki’s thigh, staring up at him. His 
brown eyes had always been beautiful, but Loki felt like he could get lost in them now. 


He drew in a shaky breath, making himself stare down at the bed instead. 


This was an experiment. Tony loved sex, and this couldn’t come close to the experiences he’d had 
in the past with people that really knew what they were doing. “Can I roll you onto your stomach?” 
Tony asked. Loki blinked. “TI want to kiss your shoulders.” 


Loki considered it for a moment. He liked the idea of hiding his face in a pillow. He rolled over 
himself, pleased that Tony seemed excited by whatever he was about to do. 


Loki groaned purely at the thrill it gave him as Tony’s weight pinned him to the mattress. Tony’s 
breath was hot against his neck. Tony kissed him there, then took in a shuddering breath. 


Though there was a thin layer of fabric between them, Tony’s hard cock rested between the cheeks 
of his ass. Loki felt his face flushing yet again as he realized it. He rocked his face against the 
pillow. The cotton rubbed against his cheeks. 


Tony tucked his face into the crook of Loki’s neck. Loki’s heart was pounding. He squeezed his 
eyes shut, breathing in against the pillow. It was thrilling. How could it be so thrilling? 


Tony let out a soft, breathy sound. It seemed like he was about to say something. Loki could feel 
Tony’s chest rising and falling against him, imagined Tony’s heart was pounding like his was. 
Tony pressed a kiss to Loki’s neck, sending a shiver racing down his spine. He arched up against 
Tony, self-conscious of how badly he wanted to rut his cock against the bedspread while Tony’s 
weight and warmth enveloped him. 


His hair had started to fall out of the tie. Tony pushed it aside, kissing the skin behind Loki’s ear. 
He let out a breathy sound, then buried his face again. He heard Tony’s lips part, thought he was 
going to say something. 


But then Tony’s mouth was wandering against his skin again, his hands were brushing over Loki’s 
ribs and kisses were trailing down his spine. 


It felt adoring. 
Loki reminded himself that it wasn’t, but he coveted the feeling all the same. 
He wanted to soak it up and never let the feeling go. 


Tony’s hands set on his ass, then gently squeezed. Loki found himself distantly wondering if Tony 
would consider himself an ass man. Loki tried not to laugh. 


He was surprised when Tony’s hands eventually vanished and there was nothing for a moment 
before a distinct kiss behind his knee. His neck arched back and he found himself smiling, though 
he’d never expected to feel anything from such a gesture. 


Loki looked back over his shoulder, his black hair half falling over his face as he watched Tony 
move back and draw off his boxers. His heavy, flushed cock was slick with pre come. “I’m glad 
you’re not putting that in me tonight,” Loki thought aloud. Tony’s eyes snapped to him, slightly 
alarmed. “I'd split in half.” 


Tony’s mouth drew open in a disbelieving grin. He set his tongue against his teeth, looking away. 
“Are you complimenting me?” Tony asked, voice lighter. 


“Yes,” Loki decided. 


Tony laughed. Loki felt lighter too. For a moment he’d forgotten that Tony was his friend, and they 
could talk easily like this. “Well,” Tony said, holding his gaze. “I kind of have to say I’m relived 
that I didn’t have to prep my ass for you, because you’ re not exactly small.” 


Loki stared at Tony, his smirk twitching in the corner of his mouth. “This is the most male 
conversation I’ve ever had.” 


Tony laughed, throwing his head back with it. Then he shook his head, running one of his hands 
through his hair. “Okay,” Tony said, humor still lighting up his voice. “Roll back over. Iam going 
to touch that enormous dick of yours now, if you don’t mind.” 


Loki glared at him, but he was smiling through it. 


Still, he felt nervous as he rolled back over. Tony had already seen him, but it was different 
knowing exactly what Tony planned to do. Tony’s gaze set on him in a way that wasn’t ashamed or 
uncomfortable. 


Tony straddled him, then surprised Loki by bending down and kissing his forehead. 
Loki didn’t have time to process that before Tony’s hand had grasped his cock. 


Loki gasped, heat rushing through him from head to toe at the sheer intimacy of it. He closed his 
eyes, Tony’s calloused fingertips grazing over him. 


They were featherlight, exploring and teasing. Loki huffed. Tony’s hand dipped down to his balls. 
Loki propped himself up on his elbows, reaching for the bedside table. He handed Tony a bottle of 
lube. 


“T like more pressure.” 


Tony simply cracked open the bottle. When he stroked, Loki wished he had the pillow to bury his 
face in. “More to the left.” He took a breath in. “Like that.” It felt so different from when he did it, 
but the fact that he had some familiarity with it anyway was comforting. “You can change the 
rhythm.” 


Tony was still going too light. Loki stared up at him, his hair wild and loose around his shoulders. 
Tony was smiling. “What?” 


He didn’t stop smiling, but his eyes were warm. “You’re bossier than what I expected,” Tony said. 
Loki scowled. “I know what I like. I have touched myself, Tony.” He said, haughty. 


That only made Tony laugh. “Then I will defer to the expert.” Loki found himself smiling back, 
then holding his breath as Tony shuffled forward, forcing Loki to spread his legs further to 
accommodate him. Tony’s hand was slick as he grasped both of their cocks. 


Suddenly Tony was crying out, his face slack as he succumbed to orgasm. After a moment Tony 
slumped forward, burying his face beside Loki. “Damn it,” he breathed out. Loki was still trying to 
process what he’d just seen. He hadn’t expected to find Tony so...beautiful like that. “Sorry, Lo,” 
Tony said, pulling back just enough to look at him. With embarrassment he said, “I didn’t mean to 
come so soon.” 


Loki just smiled at him. “Don’t worry about it.” 


Tony breathed out, then sat back, his gaze fervently set on Loki. It was too much to hold. Loki had 
to look away, unsure of what was running through Tony’s mind when his gaze was intense like 
that. He lost that thought as Tony’s hand stroked his cock again. 


He was panting and had given up on trying not to thrust his hips back towards Tony when he came, 
barely aware of the sound he made as he dug his fingers into the mattress. Tony was kissing his 
cheek then, Loki trying to catch his breath. 


He grabbed one of the wet wipes from the bedside. Tony’s eyes stayed on him as he cleaned 
himself up. Tony’s voice cracked when he asked, “So?” 


Loki smiled. He felt like his whole world had tipped on its axis, spiraling gracefully into something 
grand and unknown. “I can see the appeal,” he said, dropping back against the bed. 


Tony was smiling at him. “Can we call that a success?” 
“Yes,” Loki answered. 


He was exhausted in every way. There were far too many emotions to pick apart. There was way 
too much to process. 


Tony smiled in response. He got up and walked to the bathroom. Loki heard the faucet turn on, but 
he was asleep before he heard anything else. 


“Lo, ’m going to get some water, do you want—* Loki was passed out, his hair sprawled out on a 
pillow. His lips were slack. 


Tony stared at him from the doorway, a soft, yearning smile on his face. 


He closed his eyes for a moment and then turned to go to Loki’s kitchen, coveting the memory. 
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Loki stared past his computer screen and out the library’s window, watching the tree branches 
sway in the wind. 


He hadn’t had time to talk to Tony about the evening. He hadn’t even meant to fall asleep. Instead 
he’d been woken up by Tony’s alarm at five thirty in the morning and Tony apologizing that he 
had to leave to get ready for work. 


Loki had told him to have a good day and rolled back over, then jolted awake as he realized he was 
naked. The night before had come flooding back. 


Tony had been stumbling over himself to get dressed. He had slipped out the bedroom door. Loki 
had heard the stairs creak, and then the front door fall shut. His heart had been pounding. He 
hadn’t had the courage to follow after Tony to say anything. 


He hadn’t been able to fall asleep either. 


Instead he’d laid there for an hour, remembering Tony’s lips on his skin. Every detail was seared 
into his memory. He didn’t want to forget. 


Loki hadn’t really left the daze all day. 


A bird landed on one of the tree branches, then took off just as there were joyful shouts from a 
group of students playing a game outside. 


Sighing, Loki glanced back at the work on his computer. He wasn’t going to get anything done. 


He left for his lunch break and walked to the coffee shop he’d originally met Tony at. He’d gotten 
lunch there plenty of times, but today he couldn’t stop looking at the table that he and Tony had 
shared at that initial meeting. 


He’d thought things would go so differently then. 


He’d expected it to be harder to convince people that they were a genuine couple. He hadn’t 
expected Tony to be nearly as accommodating and generous as he was. Before this, he’d thought 
that Tony came off as more self-absorbed and arrogant. He hadn’t really known Tony at all. 


Tony hadn’t dragged his feet through their bargain as Loki had suspected he would. 
Loki loved their bargain. He didn’t want it to ever end. 


He focused on the chalk menu board. He smiled politely at the student behind the counter as he 
placed his order. While he waited for his to go order, he chewed on his lip. Usually, he’d stay here 
to eat, but he needed to walk. 


He kept wanting to stare at the table he’d once shared with Tony. Something about it ached. 
Loki was glad to step outside with a bag for his lunch in one hand, and a coffee in the other. 


He wandered back to the campus and took a seat on one of the benches, sipping his drink. 


Loki drew a slow breath in through his nose. 

He unfolded the paper wrapper around his sandwich. 

The previous night was playing through his mind again, like a skipping record. 
He could say that his curiosity about sex was sated, but that would be a lie. 


All in all, the act itself had been mundane. Loki had enjoyed it, but he knew it wasn’t simply 
because of what it was. 


His mind was stuck on Tony. How kind Tony had been, from the gifts he’d brought to the look in 
his eyes as he’d stared down at Loki on the bed. 


Loki wanted Tony’s attention on him again, like that. 


There was something ineffable and brilliant about how Tony could make it feel like the entire 
world spun around just the two of them. 


Loki took a bite from his sandwich. Maybe it was just a side effect. Maybe everyone felt some 
level of attachment after an orgasm or two with someone. 


He licked a crumb from his lips. Maybe he should ask Tony if he felt that way about all hookups 
the next time he saw him. Maybe it was normal. 


The thought stung, even though it had no right to. Tony was free to see whoever he wished. 


Loki didn’t think he’d be able to cope with seeing Tony with someone else after their fake dating 
ended, though. He’d never tell anyone it had been fake, and he’d started to realize that the 
heartbreak that would come when it ended would be real. Tony fit so naturally into his life as his 
boyfriend. His family loved Tony. Loki didn’t want their fake dates to end. 


Even if he wasn’t enough for Tony and it was selfish to hold onto him, Loki wanted him. 


Taking another bite from his sandwich, Loki was careful not to spill anything onto his sweater. The 
vinaigrette was acidic on the mixed salad greens incorporated in the sandwich. He brushed a hand 
against his lips. 


He wondered if Tony would be open to trying more. Loki wasn’t even sure what he wanted, but he 
yearned. Even if it meant nothing to Tony, Loki was realizing that his birthday had meant a lot to 
him. 


“There you are.” 


Loki glanced up to see Darcy scowling from beneath her beanie, reaching one hand with a 
fingerless glove towards him. “What good are endless printer privileges if you’re not there to let 
me have them?” 


“T didn’t say they were endless,” Loki said, digging into his pocket. 
Darcy’s mouth dropped open in an indignant scowl. “You did,” she insisted. 


Rolling his eyes with good nature, Loki handed her his badge. “If there’s something absurd, I’m 
cutting you off.” 


Darcy crossed her fingers and held them in the air while taking his badge with her other hand. 


“Scouts honor,” she pledged. 


Loki’s lips thinned as he stared at her. Darcy beamed back at him, starting to turn on her heel. 
“Darcy.” 


She turned around, one eyebrow raised. 
“Did you email Tony our photos?” 


“Oh yeah,” she said, waving her hand. “And Stark Industries’s PR rep loved it when I emailed her. 
She posted one on their social media.” 


Loki was glad that they’d worked out well for Tony’s situation. He hoped it made things easier 
with Tony’s dad, even if he’d been hoping to hear Darcy say something about Tony’s reaction. 
“That’s great. Thank you.” 


“How, uh, how serious are you two?” Darcy asked, pointing at him with the badge still clasped in 
her hand, circling it around as she spoke. Loki balked at the question. He wasn’t sure what he 
wanted to tell Darcy. 


“We’ve been dating for a few months.” 

It had felt like no time at all, but in reality it had been a few. 

“Ok,” Darcy said. There was a weird, upbeat inflection in her voice. 
Loki frowned at her. “Why?” 

She shrugged. “No reason.” 

“Tell me or I take my badge back.” 


She held it to her chest. “You wouldn’t go back on a deal,” she declared. “And it’s just that you 
two are cute.” Loki only half believed her. “You are!” Darcy insisted. “Don’t act so surprised 
about it. Anyway,” she said, turning around. “I’m leaving before you threaten to take this away 
again.” 


Loki sighed loudly so that she could hear him, then went back to eating his sandwich. 
At first he felt pride at her words, but it slowly bubbled into disappointment. 


Loki found himself staring at his empty sandwich wrapper, his feelings sliding together in such 
resounding clarity that he couldn’t ignore them anymore. 


The feelings he’d developed for Tony weren’t in friendship. 
He’d let Tony know him on a deeper level than anyone else. 


He didn’t want to let Tony go. He wasn’t pretending to date anymore. Somewhere, along the way, 
he’d gone and actually fallen for the man. 


Loki drew in a shaky breath. They were going to be hard feelings to let go of. 


Loki had just gotten home when his phone began ringing. His heart dropped in his chest when he 


saw Tony’s name on the ID. 


All afternoon he’d become increasingly distraught as he realized the mess he’d gotten himself into. 
How had he played himself so throughly? 


And all the same, he was longing to hear Tony’s voice. “Hello?” 
“Hey, Lo. How’re you doing?” 


Loki pressed a hand against his forehead. He was smiling at the warmth in Tony’s voice before he 
caught himself. “Good, Tony. You?” 


“Good! So, I could’ ve texted, but I kind of wanted to talk since I don’t totally know where we 
stand on it from last time, and I want you to just tell me either way. I was going to send you a new 
suit for the wedding this weekend, but if you don’t want me to pick out something for you to wear, 
we can match pocket squares or whatever and use what you’ ve got. I just need to know so I can 
place the order now.” 


The wedding. How had he forgotten about the wedding? 

Loki felt dizzy. “Yeah,” Loki said, sitting down on one of his couches. “You can pick something.” 
“Are you sure?” Tony asked. 

Pressure was building behind Loki’s eyes. Tony was in this for the wedding. 

Loki could see no reason for Tony to want to continue their agreement after the wedding. 

“es. 

“You don’t sound sure,” Tony said. 


“Yes,” Loki said, forcing cheer into his voice. “Yes, please pick something. I just didn’t realize 
that the wedding was so soon.” 


Tony’s voice relaxed. “Too soon,” Tony said. “Everyone at this wedding is going to be super 
stuffy. Just promise me you won’t fall asleep during the reception speeches.” 


“T think I can manage that,” Loki said softly. 
“Cool. Well, I’m going to place the orders, then. Everything else going well?” 


Loki knew he couldn’t keep up the facade if he stayed on the phone. He needed to get his 
heartbreak over with alone. “Yes, very well,” Loki lied. “I’m actually about to start making dinner. 
Pll let you know when the packages arrive.” 


Loki knew they’d probably come express mail tomorrow. Tony didn’t seem to mind paying to wait 
until the very last minute. 


“Awesome. I'll catch you later, then, Lo.” 
“Bye, Tony.” 


Loki dropped his phone on the couch. He crouched forward, running his hands over his face and 
through his hair. 


His lip quivered. 


He couldn’t do this. He was just starting to get to know Tony. He spent his weekends with Tony. 
He’d had sex with Tony, for fuck’s sake. He couldn’t bear for this to be the last date. He wasn’t 
ready. 


Loki didn’t stop the tears from falling, bitterly hating himself for crying over his fake boyfriend yet 
again. How had he fallen so hard without realizing it? 


How had he fallen so bloody hard? 
It felt like ages before Loki dried his eyes and leaned back against the couch. 


He knew what he had to do. 


Chapter End Notes 


Does he, though? 
We shall find out! 
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Tony flopped down against his couch, letting the tablet he’d been holding slide down beside him. 


He shouldn’t have put off ordering their suits. He’d just felt a little awkward buying clothes for 
Loki this time, even though he loved picking out what Loki would wear. 


Tony reached for his phone. 
“Hello,” Loki said after the fifth ring. 


“Hey, Lo,” Tony said, sitting back up. “So, about our suits. They’re not going to get in until the 
day of the wedding, so in case they don’t arrive in time, I ordered a second set that’s guaranteed to 
get in on time, but I like the first set better. Let me know what arrives, ok?” 


“Ok.” 


“Great. Then we’re all set and—is—are you at the pet store?” A bird chirped again, clearer this 
time. 


“No,” Loki said, voice tired. “I bought birds—” 
“When? You said you’d send me a photo when you got them!” 
A smile crept into Loki’s voice. “I only got them yesterday.” 


“You’ve had them a whole day and you didn’t send me photos?” Tony was playing it up, but he 
was honestly a little upset that Loki hadn’t told him right away. 


“T was going to, but I bought them without ordering a bigger cage online first, and the store only 
had regular ones. I feel sorry for them in there, so I’m letting them fly around in the spare 
bedroom,” Loki said, sounding more daunted than Tony thought he should. 


Tony smiled as he shook his head, pressing his palm to his forehead. That goober. Tony was glad 
he’d finally gotten the birds he’d wanted so much. 


“The cage I wanted to get is backordered online,” Loki continued. “I haven’t been able to find 
anything that’s right.” 


“T can build you something.” 
Loki was quiet for a moment. “Tony,” he said. “That’s so much work.” 


“Don’t worry about it! I have tons of stuff in my workshop anyway. It’d be easy to throw 
something together. How about I come over to take measurements and that way I can see what they 
look like?” 
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“| offered to help you put a cage together,” Tony reminded him. “It’d be fun for me to make one. 
You know I like making stuff.” 


He heard Loki’s breath against the phone. The birds were chirping at each other. “Okay.” 
“Cool. I can head over now?” 
“Okay.” 


“Great. P’ll see you soon,” Tony said, already feeling bouncy. He’d been dying to see Loki in 
person again. It was the perfect excuse. Tony was halfway to the door before Loki had said his 
goodbye and hung up. 


Loki had bags under his eyes and wore a fraying sweatshirt that Tony’d never seen before. “Did the 
birds keep you up last night?” Tony asked as Loki let him inside. 


Loki gave him a wry smile. “Something like that.” They started up the stairs. The boxes from the 
spare bedroom were piled up in the hallway. They had to step over clutter to get into the room. 


Inside, the room was empty besides a cage set on a table. Two small birds were perched inside. 
One was a mostly white budgie with mottled light blue, and the other was mostly blue with a few 
swatches of white. 


Loki walked up beside the cage. The birds side stepped all the way down their perch over to the 
opposite end. It was almost like they were eyeing him suspiciously. ““They’re not used to me yet,” 
Loki said. 


“Are you sure they want a bigger cage?” Tony asked. “They seem kind of happy in there.” The 
door to the cage was wide open. 


“T don’t think they are,” Loki said. “They’ ll fly out when I’m not in the room, and they’ Il come out 
if ve been in here for a while without bothering them.” 


He really seemed bummed that the birds hadn’t warmed up to him. “You’ve only had them a day,” 
Tony reminded him. “I’m sure they’ Il come around.” 


Loki nodded. “I’ve read that it takes them a few weeks to get settled in. It may even take a few 
months for them to become tame.” 


The birds were huddled together on the perch. Loki had hung several colorful toys from the cage. 
“What are their names?” 


“Cumulus and Nimbus,” Loki said, grabbing his bicep and smiling awkwardly. “The blue one is 
Nimbus. I know they’ re pretty basic names, but once I got them in my head, I couldn’t get them 
out.” 


“T like them,” Tony said, smiling. One of the budgies made a trilling sound. “You know,” Tony 
said. “They kind of sound like droids.” 


“T could see that,” Loki agreed, rubbing his arm. 
Tony took a tape measure from his pocket. “So,” he said. “Tell me the bird cage of your dreams.” 


Loki smiled a little at his bravado. He pointed towards the wall. “They can have that whole section 
by the window.” 


“You want to give them an entire wall?” Tony asked. “Won’t you have a huge tray to clean, 
then?” 


Loki walked towards the window and held out his arms. “Just from here to the window. So, like 
six feet long, and then three feet or whatever this is from the window, and then they can have up to 
the ceiling if they wish but I’ve read they prefer horizontal space over vertical.” 


Loki’s arms moved with the grace of a dancer. Tony blinked, his mind more on the movements of 
Loki’s lean body than what he was saying. “Ok,” Tony said, forcing himself to focus. “Are you 
going to want to move it? Because I think you may want it on wheels or something for cleaning.” 


Loki considered the space. “That would be helpful,” he decided. “Could we lock it into place?” 


“Yeah. I could get the wheels to lock, or we could do a few other things. If they don’t care as 
much about the vertical space, why don’t I make it storage from the waist down? That way it’s 
easy for you to clean the cage, and the extra space can hold their food or whatever.” 


Loki’s gaze was transfixed on the spot for the new cage. Slowly, Loki ran his fingers through his 
hair, tucking a lock behind his ear. He seemed to be thinking awfully hard about it. “That’s 
clever,” Loki said. 


Tony was way ahead of him. “I could make the tray removable too, so it’d be easy to pull out and 
clean. I'll have to look up the standards for the bar widths on the cage. I’m guessing those little 
guys will try to poke their faces out if the bars are too far apart.” 


Loki glanced back over at the birds. 


“And,” Tony continued, “why don’t I put a webcam in there so you can check on them when 
you’re at work? It’d be easy to add a camera in there. Are they temperature sensitive? I could put 
something in there to monitor it so that you can get an alert if it goes too far in one direction.” 


Turning, Loki held his gaze. He was holding his bicep again, his fingers toying with the fabric of 
the hoodie. Tony smiled at him. “I told you I'd have fun with it.” 


“You don’t mind?” 


“Not at all,” Tony said. He grinned at Loki, setting one hand on his hip as he flashed the tape 
measurer in the other. “Let’s get the specs on this.” 


Tony went to measure the wall. He wanted the cage to be flush to the window. The floor boards 
creaked from behind him as Loki moved. Tony glanced up at the ceiling. He wouldn’t go the 
entire length up. Tony measured it, frowning as he pictured the cage he wanted to build. 


When he finished, he looked back over his shoulder. 

Loki had been watching him. He was biting his lip and tugging at one of the strings on his hoodie. 
Tony glanced back at the spot for the cage, committing what he wanted there to memory. 

As he turned back around, Loki spoke. “Tony.” 


“That’s my name, don’t wear it out.” He smiled at his own joke. The birds chirped at each other, 
waddling along the length of the perch. 


Loki dropped the hoodie string, shoving both hands into his hoodie pocket. Tony raised his 


eyebrows to cue Loki to speak. “Tony, I—” The birds screeched, one of them fluttering up higher 
into the cage and onto another perch. Loki’s eyebrows furrowed. 


“What?” Tony asked. 


Loki’s gaze was so intent. Just when Tony thought he wasn’t going to say anything, Loki said, as 
firm and clear as day, “I’ve fallen in love with you.” 


Time stopped. Tony stared at Loki, knowing what he’d heard, and unable to process it all the same. 


“T know we’re just in an arrangement,” Loki said, apologetic and self-conscious. “I didn’t intend to, 
but you’re so kind, and I—” Loki looked away, then pressed his lips together. The light caught on 
his glasses. His hair had a shine to it as if he hadn’t showered. “I think you have a right to know. I 
completely understand if it makes you uncomfortable.” His voice got quieter. “I didn’t realize until 
after we slept together. I promise I didn’t lie to you when I said it was an experiment.” He glanced 
back at Tony, his eyes a little glossy. “I promise I didn’t.” 


Tony couldn’t stop staring at him. He couldn’t believe that the pieces were coming together. It was 
like magic. 


Loki’s attention dropped to the floor in defeat. “I’m sorry, Tony,” he mumbled. 


Finally, Tony’s brain came back online. “Loki,” he said, his voice breaking. “I’m—” Loki’s focus 
was still on the floor, and Tony wished it was on him. “I’m in love with you too,” Tony said. 
Loki’s eyes snapped to him. 


Tony scratched the back of the head. “I wish I could be as noble as you and say I didn’t know 
before your birthday, but I have for a while.” He felt his cheeks heat as Loki’s eyes went wide. “Is 
that—okay?” He asked, unsure of what the expression on Loki’s face meant. 


“Yes,” Loki said ardently. “Yes,” he said, taking a breath. 
Tony broke into a smile. 


“T’m so relieved,” Loki said. Tony was already walking over to him as Loki continued, “I thought 
you might be upset—* 


“—_Only if I can’t kiss you right now,” Tony said, pushing up on his toes in his sneakers and 
grasping onto Loki’s hoodie for support. Loki smiled at him, eyes hopeful, and as he leaned in 
Tony eagerly closed the gap. 


His heart was pounding. Tony dropped back onto his feet, smiling at the way Loki had flushed. 


“We should go out,” Tony said. “Let’s go get dinner somewhere nice! It can be our first official 
date as real boyfriends.” 


Loki smiled. Tony wasn’t sure if he’d ever seen him look so flustered. “Thank you, Tony,” he said. 
“For what?” Tony asked, still smiling. Loki shrugged. “Did you eat already?” 
“Yes,” Loki said. “But—I could go for drinks and dessert somewhere.” 


“That sounds perfect,” Tony said. “I’m going to take you to where I'd originally planned to bring 
you for your birthday.” 


“Where’s that?” 


“Tt’ll be a surprise!” 
Loki smiled, brushing his hair back. “Do I need to change into a suit?” 


“Nah,” Tony said. “I was going to take you somewhere like that originally, but then I found out 
about this place, and well, you’ ve probably been there before, but you’ll find out when we get 
there. Let’s go!” 


“T have to close the birds’ cage,” Loki said. 


He stepped over to shut the tiny door. “Oh yeah, they’re two seconds from busting out of there,” 
Tony teased. 


“T don’t want them to hurt themselves while we’re away,” Loki said, smiling at Tony’s teasing but 
insistent all the same. Tony was torn between rolling his eyes and making a comment about how 
unfair it was that Loki could be so disarmingly cute sometimes. 


“Keep the party down boys,” Tony told the birds. 


Loki shook his head, setting a hand on the small of Tony’s back and giving him a gentle push 
towards the door. “Let’s go.” 


As they made their way down to Tony’s car, he reminded himself that he wasn’t dreaming. 


Chapter End Notes 


Loki: I’ve just realized I’m in love with Tony. 
...[ have to buy birds. That will fix this. 


Chapter 20 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


Loki followed Tony up the creaking stairs of the restaurant. The waitress led them to one of the 
open tables and took their orders. It was fairly empty, mainly because it was a more popular 
destination in the afternoon. The walls were lined with bookshelf upon bookshelf. A few people 
were playing a boardgames across the room, sitting on one of the comfy sofas that was beside a 
fireplace. 


Tony caught his eye after Loki stopped looking across the room. “You’ve been here before,” Tony 
guessed. 


Loki smiled. He wanted to say no. He wanted to pretend that he was astonished by how incredible 
the place was that Tony found, but he could tell from the look in Tony’s eyes that he knew. “Yes,” 
Loki admitted. He brushed his hair back, tucking a lose strand into his ponytail. “But only a few 
times. It’s further than I usually drive.” 


Tony smiled at that. “I’ve never been here, but I figured you'd like it.” 


“T do,” Loki said. “And the view here is nice, too.” It overlooked a street, lit in the night, the 
pavement slick with fresh rain and reflecting the lamp posts above. 


“Yeah,” Tony agreed. He set his elbow against the table and rested his chin in his hand, smiling 
out the window. He seemed soft, and happy. Loki didn’t think he’d ever seen Tony look so serene 
and content. 


“Their desserts are great too,” Loki added. 


Tony grinned at him, amusement dancing in his gaze. “I don’t know how you manage not to be 
chocolate caked-out.” 


“T know what I like,” Loki answered. 
Tony kept smiling, staring out the window again. “You sure do.” 


Loki smiled, looking away. He felt as happy as Tony appeared to, though he didn’t know what to 
do with it. Loki rubbed his thumb over his palm, seeing how many books he could name from the 
shelves based on appearance alone, unable to read the spines at a distance. 


They seemed lost in their contentment, at least until the waitress returned with desserts. Loki had 
ordered a coffee, while Tony had gotten a cocktail. Tony held his drink up. “Cheers.” 


“Cheers,” Loki said, gently touching his mug to Tony’s glass. 


Tony took a sip. He was watching Loki, smiling at him like he was the center of the world. Loki 
had no idea how Tony could make him feel like that. Tony’s smile broadened. “I can’t wait to be 
able to kiss you all the time.” 


Loki flushed. He couldn’t help it. “You’re exaggerating,” he said, ducking his head and taking a 
sip of his coffee. 


Tony set his glass down. “I’m really not.” He seemed both proud and matter of fact about it. 
“Kisses good morning, kisses in places you don’t want me to name in public—* Loki nudged him 
with his foot under the table. Tony started laughing. Then he sighed, his shoulders dropping with 
the motion as he looked up at the ceiling. “You have no idea how much I wanted our dating to be 
real.” 


Loki paused mid-bite. Tony’s happy gaze didn’t leave the ceiling, even as he took a sip from his 
drink. Loki swallowed. “When did you start wanting that?” He asked, curious. 


Pressing his lips together, Tony thought it over. “I’m not sure,” he admitted. “Early? I don’t know. 
It’s felt like a long time.” 


Loki hadn’t expected that at all. His fork was weightless in his hand. 

“T’ve been saving our photos on my phone,” Tony said. “I even kept us as my background.” 
“Which photo did you pick?” 

Tony reached into his pocket. He held up his phone. 


It was them at Natasha’s house, when they’d had the barbecue. Tony had held up his phone and 
told Loki to smile, trying to squeeze them both into the frame. There was a spec of ketchup on 
Tony’s lips. 


Digging into his pocket, Loki drew out his phone. He held it up so that Tony could see the photo of 
them at the university’s fundraiser. In it Tony was smiling at something Loki had said as they 
looked over the model of the liberal art building’s expansion. “I thought it would be strange if I 
didn’t have my fake boyfriend’s photo on my phone,” Loki said. “And Darcy takes good photos.” 


Loki didn’t feel bold enough to tell Tony that he swapped the photos out frequently from the album 
of them on his phone. 


“Well have to take some more,” Tony said. “What about right now?” 


Loki started to smile and Tony was already coming over to his side of the table, holding the phone 
above them to take the photo. Tony took several photos, including one where he surprised Loki by 
planting a kiss on his cheek. 


Loki flustered, then complained, “We look like love-sick teens.” 


“What a nice thing to be,” Tony answered, smiling as he went back to his seat. Loki tried to ignore 
him by taking a bite of his cake. “Maybe if you’re really nice, I'll share these photos with you.” 
Loki looked up from his cake. “I’m just kidding,” Tony said. “Except, maybe, Ill send them if I 
get a kiss out of it?” 


“Who knew you were so inclined towards kissing,” Loki said, taking a bite. 
Tony laughed. “Come on, Lo. Tell me you like it.” 


Loki’s eyes widened before he shot a glare at Tony. “Are you going to be this much of a flirt all the 
time now?” 


Tony’s foot nudged his under the table. “You have no idea how flirty I can be.” 


Loki didn’t have a retort for that, just a very vivid picture of Tony with a rose held between his 


teeth, making doe eyes at him on Loki’s front porch. “I can imagine.” 


Tony chuckled, reaching for his drink. “Hey,” he said, a touch more serious. “I just want you to 
know, so that you don’t worry about it—“ His deep brown eyes stayed trained on his drink, his 
expression something fond. “—We can experiment as much or as little as you want to. I’ve been 
thinking about what you said, and we can figure out something that works for us, together.” 


Loki was touched. He pressed his lips together and looked out at the rainy street. Very rarely did 
he feel touched by anything. Naturally, making him feel that would come easily to Tony. “Thank 
you. I—I would like to try. A lot more, actually.” Loki squeezed his hands together below the 
table. “I was surprised by how much I enjoyed it. I’d like to find out more.” 


When Loki dared to look back over at Tony he found that Tony was smiling, almost hungry. But 
Tony just nodded and said, “Great. Because I have ideas.” Loki felt his cheeks heat and he reached 
for the back of his neck. His fingertips were cold. “Anything you know you want up front?” 


“ll have to think about it,” Loki said, suddenly acutely aware of the other people in the room. 


Tony sipped his drink. The group in the corner burst into noise as someone was accused of 
cheating at the board game, followed by laughter. 


Loki stared at his empty plate, wishing that Tony had ordered the chocolate cake as well so that he 
could steal some. “I’m looking forward to the wedding,” Loki said honestly. It was funny, after 
dreading it so immensely. Now that he knew Tony wasn’t going anywhere, it sounded a little fun to 
dress in suits again and work a room together. 


“Me too,” Tony said. 


As Loki held his gaze over the table, he wondered how he’d gotten to be so lucky. 


Chapter End Notes 


They earned their happy date after the angst! <3 


Chapter 21 
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Loki stepped out onto his front porch. Tony stood down on the sidewalk. He looked Loki up and 
down, grinning wickedly before finally making eye contact. 
“Tm so glad that suit arrived on time,” Tony said. 


Loki rolled his eyes and turned around to lock the door, hiding the burn on his cheeks. He knew it 
was still there when he faced Tony. 


Tony knew it too. He was smiling, far too pleased with himself. “It fits you perfectly,” Tony said. 
“You do have my measurements,” Loki said, walking down the porch steps. 


“Well yeah,” Tony said, wrapping an arm around Loki’s waist. He turned in towards Loki’s 
shoulder, and Loki couldn’t tell if he was imaging that Tony was taking a whiff of him or not. It 
seemed absurd. It wasn’t like he was wearing a cologne like Tony’s, that sizzled and burned in his 
nose but was warm and inviting all the same. “But still.” 


“Did yours arrive as well?” Loki asked. Tony hadn’t showed him what he was ordering. “Or do 
you have the second one?” 


Tony held onto him the whole short walk to his car. “Oh, this is a suit ve had, but haven’t worn 
yet. It’s been in the closet for a few months.” Tony pulled open the door for Loki, smiling at him as 
he leaned against the door and watched Loki get in. “But I think it matches the one you’ ve got on, 
don’t you?” 


Loki glanced away, smiling in spite of himself. “You are far too excited for someone who has seen 
me in a suit many times,” Loki complained. 


“But not that one,” Tony said, pushing the door shut. 


Loki straightened his tie as he waited for Tony to get in, fidgeting with the tie pin. He’d spent more 
time than he’d admit to getting ready for their date. It was flattering to see Tony so pleased. 


“Alright,” Tony said, getting in. “Off to a scandalous evening of boring speeches and talking to 
more business associates than I can count.” 


Loki smiled. “It sounds lovely.” 


They drove to the venue, an extravagant hotel where the ceremony and reception would be held. 
Tony’s arm was around Loki’s waist as they found their seats. Loki saw the moment that Howard 
Stark glanced back and spotted his son. His gaze was disinterested until he noticed Loki, then he 
seemed to pause in thought before turning and muttering something in his wife’s ear. She didn’t 
turn around, but Loki hoped it was approving. 


Tony didn’t notice. He was reading the program they’d been handed. “I was kind of surprised that 
Obadiah didn’t put me in his wedding party, but reading this, I think I dodged a bullet.” 


“You wanted to be in the wedding?” It was the first time that Loki had heard Tony mention it. 


Tony shook his head. “I’ve known him forever and he came to some of the school stuff that my 
own dad didn’t, but honestly, nah. My dad would’ve really been breathing down my neck every 
five seconds about getting it right if I’d been in it.” 


Loki leaned a little closer so that their thighs were touching. “Maybe his fiancé picked who would 
be in the wedding party. That’s not a long list.” 


“Maybe,” Tony said, sounding brighter. He folded the program in half, tucking it into his pocket. 
“Have you been to many weddings?” 


“A few,” Loki said. “Mainly distant relatives when I was younger.” 


They made small talk about weddings until the ceremony started. It was nice but not particularly 
interesting to Loki. He was happy when the dinner was over and the dance floor opened. From 
there it was a whirlwind of putting some facetime in with all of Tony’s business associates, but 
Loki was enjoying himself. 


Tony didn’t seem able to keep his hands off him. From the way his hand lingered on Loki’s waist, 
to the heat of his arm against Loki’s back, Loki didn’t find it cloying at all. Tony had always been 
tactile, but since they’d started dating in earnest, Loki realized that Tony had been holding back. 
Loki found himself leaning into it, yearning for more of it. It was nice. It was really nice to feel so 
wanted by Tony and to have his presence so close. 


Finally, after making all of their rounds, Tony led him out onto the dance floor. Loki drew his arms 
in around Tony’s back, pulling him closer as Tony wrapped his arms around his shoulders, grateful 
for the schmaltzy slow dance. 


“T’m so glad you had this wedding to go to and needed a date,” Loki thought aloud. 


Tony hid his smile against Loki’s lapel, his bright eyes darting elsewhere. “I’m so glad that you 
asked me out—twice.” 


Loki swayed with Tony, nodding his head slightly with a soft expression. “The second was more 
like a confession,” Loki said. “You started our first official date.” 


Tony shook his head, smiling up at Loki. He loved how easy it was to fluster Loki. Already, Loki’s 
cheeks had a pink to them, his complexion giving away the slightest blush. “Nah,” Tony said. “It’s 
thanks to you.” 


The evening was perfect for Tony. The wedding had gone well, everyone seemed pleased, but 
most importantly, he and Loki were having a good time. Tony’d even seen Howard give him an 
approving nod from across the reception hall, which was an absolute rarity. His parents seemed to 
like Loki, at least as well as they liked anyone. 


“We'll call it a tie then,” Loki softly said. 

Tony tilted his head back, staring at him. “Give me a kiss?” 

“Now?” Loki asked. 

“Yeah. The song’s right and I should’ve given you one when I picked you up anyway.” 


He loved how Loki couldn’t hide his little pleased smile, and the way he awkwardly bent down, 
then let Tony take the lead. 


Tony’s kiss wasn’t shy, and the way Loki seemed a little dazed as he pulled back was even more 
worth it. “That’s one to make up for the one I missed,” Tony said, grinning. “I’m going to need like 
a half dozen more before I drop you off tonight.” 


Loki was really trying to hide his smile now, swaying with the music. “I’m surprised you didn’t 
book one of the rooms here.” 


“They booked up before,” Tony said. “Before—all this.” He wiggled his eyebrows. “Why? Was 
there something you thought up that you want to try?” 


“A hot bath and a glass of wine,” Loki answered. Tony laughed. Loki seemed to relish in that, 
coyly looking out across the floor. “But you can stay at my place tonight, if you want. I’d hate for 
you to have to drive back after dropping me off.” 


“Yes!” Tony said. “We’ll have a slumber party. We can make prank calls and tell ghost stories.” 
Loki chuckled. “If we can stay awake.” 

Tony shrugged. “I don’t have anywhere to be tomorrow.” 

“Me either,” Loki said. 

“Sounds perfect,” Tony answered. 


Loki smiled at him, and Tony found himself wondering for the millionth time how he’d gotten so 
lucky. “It really does,” Loki agreed. “It really does.” 


There was a warm contentment between them, and a mutual feeling of finding something they’d 
thought impossible for themselves. 


They danced a few beats more before Loki said, “Would you care for another one of the half dozen 
now?” 


“Yes,” Tony said, leaning up to kiss him. 


Chapter End Notes 


This has been so much fun to share with all of you, thank you so much for being a part 
of this ride! 


I'd love to hear what you thought of this chapter and the story, but I’m also thinking 
about nano this year and curious what parts of my stories stand out to you! I’d like to 
incorporate those elements into it. 


Please drop by the archive and comment to let the author know if you enjoyed their work! 


